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ABSTRACT
QUEERSTORY OF RECOVERY: LITERACY AND SURVIVAL IN A.A.
Danielle Bacibianco

By studying A.A.’s prescribed qualification narrative device, examining literacy
studies that continue to circulate A.A.’s narrative model, analyzing LGBTQIAP+
qualifications published through A.A.’s literary press, and exploring A.A.’s deeply
hidden history of its Queer members, I identify how Queer members learn how to tell
their qualifications within the confines of the program’s cis-heteronormative history and
are forced to conceal their identities for the sake of preserving the A.A. redemption story.
I argue that there is a difference between narrative telling and recovery storytelling: that
while most recovery literacy narratives are crafted and occur in church basements, where
A.A.’s rhetorical prescriptiveness is required and reproduced as an attempt to contain its
hegemonic culture, Queer members are seeking rhetorical community spaces outside the
program’s walls.
As a woman, as a feminist, and as a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian, I have
learned that the telling of my recovery literacy narrative within the confines of A.A.’s
qualification paradigm, within its institutional social system, has hindered my literacy
practices and identity-formation as a Queer person who relies on community for survival.
Through autoethnography, I draw on my own experiences to show that while the
institutionalization of A.A.’s literacy and literary praxis saved my life, I had to leave my
Queer identity at the door in order to participate in A.A.’s redemption story. I articulate
critical observations of A.A.’s patriarchal culture, which I have been actively

participating in for most of my recovery. While A.A. program tries offer its best version
of inclusivity, it still expects Queer members to conform to A.A.’s cishegemony and
narrative history. I describe “Voices from Rock Bottom (VFRB),” the digital storytelling
project I founded and developed, which invites Queer storytellers to share Queerstories of
recovery, working from a rhetorical methodology that embraces Queer literacies,
intersectionality, and inclusivity. I conclude that inclusive storytelling happens when
Queer members move beyond A.A.’s literacy and literary borders and engage in public
recovery literacies through Queerstories of recovery, bringing visibility to the
community.

Keywords/Phrases: Queerstory of recovery, narrative telling, recovery storytelling,
redemptive literacies, LGBTQ+, Alcoholics Anonymous.
Fields: Recovery Literacy, Autoethnography, Queer Rhetoric Studies, Public Rhetoric,
Cultural Studies, Feminist Rhetoric

DEDICATION
This dissertation project is dedicated to all the LGBTQIAP+, Gender Non-Conforming,
Non-Binary, and Queer voices, culture, and experiences that have been silenced by or
hidden in the recovery community.
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INTRODUCTION: “RESEARCH DOES NOT WHISPER”1
This dissertation project, titled “Queerstory of Recovery: Literacy and Survival in
A.A.,” is an autoethnographic rhet/comp study dedicated to all the LGBTQIAP+, Gender
Non-Conforming, Non-Binary, and Queer voices, culture, and experiences that have been
silenced by or hidden in the A.A. recovery community. LGBTQ+, GNC 2, and NonBinary members of Alcoholics Anonymous come to learn how to be literate in the
program’s literary traditions that are rooted in the patriarchal white-male member
narrative. Queer members try to advocate for themselves even though they are
communally forced to take on the institution’s hegemonic narrative structure, and
heteronormative and heteropatriarchal literacy practices: Queer members compose within
the frame of the master narrative A.A. while trying to find ways to respond to the
program’s rigid identity with their own literacy practices. And not only are Queer
members of A.A. expected to perform literateness of the program’s rigid discourse and
knowledge while embodying its hegemonic culture, but they are actively continuing to be
marginalized by the program’s cis-heteronormativity and patriarchal members as “nonnormative” subjects on the borders of the institution. Queer members become
communally and culturally expected to labor towards making A.A. more inclusive in its
welcoming, meaning making, and narrative telling practices while surviving within the
dominant frame. Within the qualification paradigm, the member is a narrative teller, not a
storyteller. Thus, I hope this project is an illustration of why it’s important for Queer
members to bring our history forward, and reclaim our history through public rhetoric,

In a conversation with my dissertation mentor, Dr. Anne Geller, I was whispering in her
office about “A.A.,” and she told me “research does not whisper.”
2 The GNC acronym stands for “Gender Non-Conforming.”
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civil literacy, and the vulnerable fight for equality in not only A.A. recovery, but in all
communal spaces. This is an analysis and exploration of what I believe to be true about
addiction recovery literacy as a form of public rhetoric, within and outside
institutionalized spaces. Studying that complexity has allowed me to think about my
positionality and the ways I have civically engaged with the duality of having one foot in
A.A. discourse and having the other foot in community literacy advocacy - both of which
have allowed me to tell this story and describe how this project works in relation to
rhetoric and composing/composition.
12 Step literacy has shaped my life story from the moment I got sober but writing
this dissertation project has helped me learn about the knowledge, power, and culture
within the Alcoholics Anonymous structure. Throughout this dissertation project, I
italicize specific words and phrases to signify a play on words from A.A.’s slogans,
literature, culture, and/or community discourse. The A.A. program’s literacy has had a
significant impact on my life, the way I’ve learned to communicate and express myself,
and make sense of identity, spaces, and belonging, while participating in a collective
literacy praxis. Once I entered into recovery, I became increasingly aware of the adverse
stereotypes and stigmas about alcoholics and addicts, especially other narratives placed
upon this community by various sources (self-help programs, professionals, media, news,
etc.). These stereotypes do not also include or count for the additional forms of
discrimination, marginalization, and microaggressions that can still occur within A.A.,
because the sole emphasis is on the message of A.A. recovery. Even though A.A. is for
all, and is a safe haven for alcoholics, it does not include how “certain” (Queer)
alcoholics [and addicts] let go of their agency or are denied personal choices of literacy
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practices because of experiences that speak into outside issues. I got sober in a culturally
conservative and mostly white suburb of New York City, Staten Island3, a space that has
historically proven such disregard for marginalized bodies, especially Queer bodies.
Perhaps, the way to deconstruct stereotypes and stigmas is to move alcoholics and addicts
beyond just the practiced narratives they share in 12-Step recovery and into public spaces
where they can share their stories as members of the community. By bringing attention to
the vast reality that Queer persons experience 12-Step recovery differently, I consider
how they (we) are denied access to seeing, hearing, and/or witnessing Queer experiences
and literacy practices in the A.A. recovery community. Even if area locations have
LGBTQIAP+ meetings, Queer members are still being marginalized regardless of how
many pamphlets have been printed, or how many Queer special interest groups there are
in A.A.
A certain story or narrative has been maintained within the rigid culture of the
principal 12-Step institution of A.A., which its members continue to read and write into.
In “The Danger of a Single Story,” Chimamanda Ngozi Adiche says that, “the single
story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but
that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story.” Many alcoholics
in 12-Step recovery cannot objectively look at the organization as another system created
by white-male hegemony because the story of A.A. saved their lives. That story was
primarily constructed by early members and has since been governed by lasting members
with long-term sobriety (“elder statesmen,” though sometimes substituted with “elder

According to the World Population Review, Staten Island measures at 75.7% white,
(primarily 65.8% non-Hispanic White).
3
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stateswomen,” to denote those members who prove proficiency in the program). A.A.
recovery literacy has built itself into (and unto itself) a narrative paradigm since its early
days, by praxis and implication, which maintains the constituents of narrative-making
especially in the fellowship, and even Al-Anon as an extraneous sphere. Current
members’ language practices evoke the historical, contemporary voices and experiences
are urged to reperform and embody A.A.’s early traditional history, whereas subversive
discourses are disseminated in other recovery cultural spaces. A.A. has been the narrative
occupier of recovery culture, but its narrative telling constraints have sparked a
community of alternative recovery voices, stories, spaces that have emerged in both
literary and academic spaces. Therefore, this project is interdisciplinary, as it engages
qualitatively with autoethnography, community literacy, and rhet/comp, while
intersecting with of public rhetoric, recovery literacy, cultural studies, feminism and
gender criticism, and Queer studies, and med rhetoric.
I’ve learned to claim voice in the voices of others, and through the chapters of this
project, and because I’ve come to love the story of A.A. so much in the years I’ve had the
practice of telling it, that is why I am so deeply interested in creating dialogue about ways
to raise awareness and offer criticism about the hegemonic telling and literacy praxis of
A.A. in order to help others push the institution to become more inclusive. I reconcile
how my experiences have not only made me a receiver and sponsor of literacy, but also a
gatekeeper of literacy (Brandt) within the walls of church basements (where most, if not
all A.A. meetings take place). In the telling and retelling of the versions of my recovery
story, I realized I have borrowed so much from others, not to say that I’ve become a
recovery story plagiarist, but rather, it has allowed me to think about what it means to be
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a storyteller in the context of A.A. recovery, how the story is deeply connected to its
contextual history, and whether or not its meaning transfers across other spaces, and how
the experience and process of doing so have impacted my sense of self, not only as a
member of A.A., but as a Queer member.
In this project, I review how I, as a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian, have been
taught and informed how to “write,” to compose my own recovery literacy narrative, in
the vein of learning how to read, write, and compose 12-Step recovery literacy, ideology,
and communal identity while simultaneously being essentially excluded. A.A. functions
through its master narrative, which has held dominance over the legitimacy of members’
stories, patronizing Queer members with the falsity of the program’s inclusivity while
showing disregard for really making any attempt to transform the structure. Members
choose to stay aloof in their privilege while reverberating the white-male message and
experience of A.A.’s patriarchy. I argue that the coming out of the cis-heteronormative
boundaries of A.A.’s church basements and the sharing of recovery stories in inclusive
storytelling spaces, like my podcast, “Voices From Rock Bottom,” (which I offer in my
fourth chapter), allow for a less redemptive recovery narrative frame and support the
possibility of a more intersectional storytelling praxis. In thinking about how A.A.’s
cultural practice is transmitted and reinforced by shared experience as communicated on
VFRB, as a collective identity through a feminist overlap, which I coin this praxis as the
Queerstory of recovery, how members of A.A. have reclaimed their voices through an
intersectional mode storytelling that disrupts the erasure of Queer identity distinction
through community membership. I claim the term “Queerstory” in alignment with the
term I originally began to describe the research of this recovery storytelling, “redemptive
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literacies,” (which was so nicely provided by my colleague Miguel Vasquez at the CCCC
2018 Convention).
The digital storytelling project embraces elements of class, race, gender, and sex
identities as they connect with the way I understand Queerstory of recovery working in
the systemized narrative telling of 12-Step dominant culture. Kimberle Crenshaw argues
that, “through an awareness of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge and ground
the differences among us and negotiate the means by which these differences will find
expression in constructing group politics.” While Crenshaw offers her perspective of
intersectional feminist theory, about the overlapping and intersectional systems of power,
specifically the oppression of Black women via race and gender. I adapt this concept to
issues of rhetorical identity and agency that might be reduced by the dominant narrative,
the unified rhetorical paradigm of the qualification narrative, in 12 Step recovery.
“Intersectionality is a lens through which you can see where power comes and collides,
where it locks and intersects. It is the acknowledgement that everyone has their own
unique experiences of discrimination and privilege” (Crenshaw). In A.A., members do
not exist separately from each other because of “unity,” the sameness of experience,
which the concept of unity makes it easy (and convenient) to gloss over issues of
distinction, privilege, and discrimination for the sake of holding onto that sense of unity.
Queerstory of recovery provides a new avenue for recovery storytelling that embodies a
subversive rhetorical methodology that does not seek to jeopardize the importance of
intersectionality or inclusivity. The Queerstory model articulates an embodiment of a
reinterpretation qualification narrative where storytellers challenge the dominant model
in the public forum. In these spaces, Queer storytellers get to play with and challenge the
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nuances of literacy practices of both A.A. and Queer culture, while also negotiating the
context and socio-cultural conditions of both of those histories within America’s
dominant culture. Without solely forging their identities to the systemizing of A.A.’s
rigid literacy and literary tradition, they are able to create, use, and blend Queerstories of
recovery, co-creating literacy as a way to reclaim their stories in their own voices.
As a member of A.A., a recovery literacy and public rhetoric scholar, and a coresearcher, this project’s reflexive methodology has helped me gather insight from the
scholarship that has been done in the field and imagine the much-needed research on
recovery that still needs to be done in community literacy, public rhetoric, and writing
studies. “By cultivating my own reflexivity over the years of my research career, I came
to understand that my personal experiences have shaped me professionally,” (Lapum
2014) and this has fundamentally shaped me as a person and researcher. I align with the
methodology, that the researcher is an instrument (Ellis & Bochner 2000) in qualitative
research, and therefore, the reflexivity of this research project has helped me learn how to
connect my own personal experiences with the story of A.A. and the story I am trying to
tell about the A.A. story. Writing this dissertation project as a recovery literacy scholar,
while also still actively hanging out in church basements4, has allowed me to think about
the difference between narrative telling and recovery storytelling across spaces and what
narrative or dominant ideas are reproduced.
Addiction and recovery literature, and media versions of this recovery narrative,
as they have been circulated to people and wider audiences, continue to consume this

The italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a play on words from A.A.’s
literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
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dominant narrative (even as they return back to the fields of psychology, anthropology,
social work, education, etc.). I hadn’t even thought about this until I saw a tweet on
Twitter, where Sameena Azhar, a social work professor was searching for addiction
recovery literature for her students and class.5 It was an opportunity for me to see how the
dominant recovery narrative culture moves across genres and disciplines and fields,
materials, and other storying or meaning-making spaces, like social media platforms. In
other words, what version of the recovery narrative continues to circulate, and how
people consume a dominant narrative that’s not only inherent in 12-Step recovery arenas,
but in psychology, sociology, education and academia, literature, pop culture, and the
layering of that narrative continues. The 12-Step recovery narrative continues to move
through other spaces not only supported by the telling culture of “redemption” narratives
or “salvation” testimonials, but because while our society continues to evolve around
ideas of drinking, alcoholism, addiction, and recovery culture, the dominant recovery
story structure seemingly does not. A.A. recovery has fashioned a genre of recovery
storytelling to which all narratives are measured, even though tellings may take place
outside of A.A. borders, and across other recovery methodologies.
Autoethnography focuses on the lived experience of the narrative, while telling
the story of the lived experience of A.A.’s narrative-telling has allowed me to connect the
“personal to the cultural,” (Ellis and Bochner) in which the lived experience has become
useful. By drawing on my own autobiographical experiences to show how this literacy
has worked in my life, I argue that while telling one’s experience and “qualification” in
12-Step recovery is a way to foster unity and fellowship, the program’s language
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practices, and social customs propel patriarchal energy. This moving in and out of the
A.A. institution as both a member and researcher, embodying Hochschild’s research
methodology “outsider’s insider perspective,” has helped me articulate critical
observations of the socio-cultural and historical phenomenon of patriarchy in A.A., and
how I have been actively participating in it, as a woman, as a feminist, and as a Gender
Non-Conforming Lesbian. I highlight how the literacy and language practices in
Alcoholics Anonymous helped only me formulate and tell my recovery story within the
confines of the program's qualification narrative paradigm, which has constricted my
Queer identity. I have found it easier to tell my story through my “Voice from Rock
Bottom” podcast, as well as in LGBTQIAP+ and Gender Non-Conforming meetings,
because both of those spaces exist outside A.A.’s hegemony. The Queer person
challenges A.A.’s dominant narrative of recovery because it does not account for
personal life histories, other addictions, identities, experiences, or subjectivities. In
addition, as a qualitative researcher, who is maintaining internal membership within the
program, my positionality has helped me frame this study, while also being able to tell
the story of how I learned how to tell my story in A.A.
In Chapter 1, titled “A Critique of the A.A. Qualification: Reflecting on the
Patriarchal Storyteller of A.A.,” I question the cis-heteronormative master narrative of
recovery, in which A.A. has emphasized a genre of narrative telling where most voices
and identities remain invisible and silenced, and their stories stay fragmented. Within this
chapter, I examine the qualification narrative telling device of Alcoholics Anonymous,
and I tell the autoethnographic story of how I learned to craft the recovery story within
and of the A.A. institution. I start with a history of the program’s literacy and literary
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tradition, and how that lends to the program’s literacy telling practices. I am interested in
how the prescribed qualification narrative has become a byproduct of the socio-cultural
and historical forces that have politicized the program’s very unity. The influence of
being a rhet/comp scholar through long-term sobriety made me see the “managerial
unconscious” (Strickland) in Alcoholics Anonymous that has historically created its own
body politic. Alcoholics are reminded of this spiritual responsibility in gaining recovery
in A.A.
For if to be a sober alcoholic was to find the wholeness of one’s being in the
acceptance of limitation and therefore to need others who also accepted their
limitation, then Alcoholics Anonymous as fellowship and program of mutual need
was first community rather than organization. The fellowship itself had need of its
program, for it also was made whole only by its explicit acceptance of its own
limitations (Kurtz 122).
The emphasis is placed on the words, “community” and “fellowship,” the program’s
commitment to dogma, or its “spiritual tenets,” and it subtly requires members to take on
its blanket ideology and find placement within its constrained hierarchies. The program
delineates a spiritual (community) responsibility of alcoholics who practice sobriety in
this program of recovery. It is my intention to portray how the redemptive quality of the
qualification narrative functions beyond A.A.’s own literary texts and conjoining spaces.
I suggest that a fundamental change is required, as the qualification, or one’s “recovery
story,” has been culturally sanctioned by the patriarchal white-male forces. A singular
narrative of recovery has been anchored since the Bill Wilson story.
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Though emphasis is always placed on the individual’s journey in recovery, it must
be deliberated through the 12-Step literary paradigm; clearly, this is quite the paradox. In
The Social Mind (2014), James Paul Gee explores how a person’s connection to the
social identity of a group portrays how they have either learned how to acquire or resist
the dominant discourse.
Discourses ensure that their members get apprenticed … and pick up folk theories
common to the group. … If people’s networks or folk theory get too ‘deviant’, the
Discourse ensures that they have experiences that bring their networks and/or folk
theories back towards the ‘norm’, (or that they leave the practice). The Discourse
rewards and sanctions characteristic ways of acting, talking, believing, and
valuing, and interacting, and in doing so it incorporates a normative or ideal set of
mental associations and folk theories, towards which its members more or less
converge (Gee 84).
When members get asked to speak at A.A. meetings this is based on their relationship to
what Gee calls the “primary Discourse,” and even how members become selected circuit
speakers (famous within the cultural setting of AA, recorded qualifications, speaking
commitments at conventions), etc. is affected by their proximity to A.A.’s primary
discourse. Each member’s performance is only as meaningful if they act within the
borders of A.A.’s discourse history, with the meeting as the “stage on which we carry it
out” (86). Before I explore other scholarly studies on A.A. recovery literacy, I revisit the
notion of members’ constant reflexive storytelling practices as they evaluate themselves
and their narratives to either be in alignment with A.A. hegemony or failing it in some
way. This interdependent dichotomy has prevented the emergence of new or different
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discourses within the program that could “open up possibilities for resistance to
domination and hegemony,” (86) as “acceptable performance,” is always measured
against “the dominant discourse.” Opposing narratives resist the “victory of the dominant
discourse,” (86) and endanger its dominion. Members constantly evaluate who is an
insider and who isn’t, through acceptable forms of criticism which are presented through
the “assumed values, attitudes, and beliefs, and ways of talking” (87). Over the course of
their sobriety, members learn how to restrain themselves and hegemonize their recovery
experiences so that they prove “some degree of metaknowledge” (88). Think about it, if
this “metaknowledge” was not a community-based dissemination praxis, with qualifying
as an important mode of performance within the program, any social or narrative practice
encases the entire structure. Mastering the approved A.A. discourse maintains the
program’s culture while also illuminating the members’ recovery experiences as
successful and sophisticated within the institutionalized system. The ability to adapt this
mainstream discourse, while incorporating the program’s attitudes and values, signals a
meaningful future.
Hegemony in A.A. cannot be separated from its recovery literacy because it
continues to transcribe a privileged cultural reality. A.A.’s ideology has always involved
its own enclave of literacy practices as it is the constant means of the program’s
knowledge production and efficacy in the way the narrative is ‘read’ or understood by
both members and outsiders in social contexts. The program’s orality and literacy are
interdependent and cannot exist without one another in order for the narrative to continue
to exist. A.A. hegemony politicizes the way the narrative is understood. Therefore, the
discourse patterns of AA preserve the institution’s worldview, any slight change to the
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literacy praxis or literary history could permanently alter its idiosyncratic dominance in
recovery culture. Perhaps, this is why members, particularly “elder statesmen” and
“guardians of the traditions” have been hyper-reluctant to compose modern versions of
the story in fear of disrupting its (literary) legacy. As such, nuances in qualification
stories are considered particularly unwelcomed by members with substantial sobriety
time as these narratives or “drunkalogues” could desituate meaning and knowledge of the
program.
By beginning my research with the literary and oral history of Alcoholics
Anonymous, as the program relates to identity, language practices, and storytelling, I am
setting up a framework of epistemology – I have come to a working knowledge of
literacy work in 12 Step recovery which has not only informed my own personal recovery
knowledge but has shaped my recovery narrative. I think it’s important to include an
introduction on the culture of AA to “outsiders” as well as scholars within writing studies
and readers of my dissertation. In review of the compositional facets of the program, first
beginning with the “Big Book,” the original text of Alcoholics Anonymous, as well as the
various, multi-modal platforms for sharing and archiving literary and oral history outside
typical AA meeting spaces, I intend to further examine how AA has institutionalized a
paradigm of a recovery story, communally prescribed as “the qualification.” Although the
recovery narrative in Alcoholics Anonymous is a by-product of step work, it functions in
an effort to preserve the legacy of this grass-roots organization as it has sustained since
1935. By drawing on the program’s literacy history, I also delve into showing how other
12 Step fellowships “play with” and alter language to show how differing recovering
bodies actively participate in identity-forming practices and construct a sense of self
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while determining who gets to tell the alcoholic’s version of the story. As a component of
my autoethnography, I trace my own authorial voice in how I understand the hegemonic
context of the A.A. qualification, as a recovered alcoholic, a scholar, and an academic. I
work through various scholar voices who exercise authorship on their understanding of
the rich literary and narrative culture that’s not only within but surrounds A.A., and its
affiliates (Al-Anon, N.A., P.A., etc.). I argue that alcoholics and addicts develop a sense
of self and identity by having the opportunity to share their own story, but within the
narrative device that they’ve learned to tell in A.A.
Following, in Chapter 2, titled “The Institutionality of the Recovery Story:
Examining A.A. Recovery Literacy,” I take an autoethnographic approach to reading and
reviewing scholars who have written about A.A. Literacy scholars continue to probe the
socio-cultural and historical context of the origins of the A.A. programs, its texts, its
primary authors, all still somewhat speaking to the original white-male audience. In this
chapter, I create a comparative study of literacy scholars whose theoretical praxis
examined power and identity constituents in the literacy practices of members Alcoholics
Anonymous and Al-Anon. Thus, a study of the authority of recovery literacy within this
institutionalized space (Jensen 2000) is paired with literacy and rhet/comp scholarship
(Daniell 2003). Jensen and Daniell were my first introductions to literacy studies on
recovery storytelling in A.A. and Al-Anon. While both of their studies impacted my
thinking, I do find limitations in their methodologies, and the other two literacy studies I
investigated (O’Halloran and Wilcox). This chapter works through how I believe literacy
scholars need to reframe the way A.A. (and Al-Anon) and 12-Step recovery literacy is
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studied because these published perspectives don’t encapsulate all experiences of the
program in an inclusive way.
In George Jensen’s ethnographic rhetorical analysis, Storytelling in Alcoholics
Anonymous, he studies the culture of AA and how qualifying is crucial to identitytransformation and the power of the program by glorifying the standardized qualification
narrative as being the only literacy that has the dominion to help people get sober. In
other words, Jensen builds on the notion that alcoholics can only gain agency through the
historical and socially rigid context of the program, as it has been bound to the dominant
discourse that has defined it for the last 84 years (he also communicates this through a
very heavy white-male frame). I find a gap in this theory not only because he claims that
alcoholics can only gain agency within the structure of A.A. but that the ethos of the
program is created by alcoholics “working the steps and taking on the persona of an oldtimer” (Jensen 116); Jensen emphasizes the genre of storytelling in AA has the most
power because (the narrative of) “the program is the most visible.”
I also turn to Beth Daniell’s literacy study, A Communion of Friendship…,
because she studies literacy practices of women in an Al-Anon group from Mountain
City (Appalachia), emphasizing those 12-Step literacy practices as necessary for
meaning-making and creating community. Daniell considers her study a “little narrative”
that tells the stories of the Al-Anon women who use the program’s literacy to reshape
their lives, as “rhetoric is always about the power of language” (Daniell 12). In my
opinion, Daniell’s study neglects the women in the way she only gives face to them. Her
study evaluates and analyzes their literacy practices, but she retells it for them; Daniell
ethnographically observes their literacy work without ever really giving them a space so
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we can hear their own voices – she speaks for them. This adds to my argument about how
institutions control literacy and even how we, as scholars of literacy and rhet/comp, can
act as “sponsors of literacy” (Brandt), using methodologies that commodify and regulate
language, “reappropriating” literacy sometimes unintentionally to advantage. A.A.’s
members’ qualifying practices have been intervened by its deeply embedded white-male
sovereignty, which shows how literacy goes beyond the functions of reading and writing
and speaking that occurs in the program, and what texts have been accepted, and what
texts are deemed as hegemonically passable.
By time I got through working with O’Halloran’s study, I was empowered to push
towards a blending of intersectional feminist and Queer criticism that would allow more
palpability in recognizing the marginalization of various voices and bodies in A.A. By
only attending to how women have been silenced or marginalized in A.A. is a form of
claiming a certain type of privileging in and of itself. Within the unity concept of A.A.,
the different aspects of members’ identity don’t necessarily wholly intersect. It might be
easier for A.A. to ignore these differences together in supplementary program
publications, so the structure does not need to regard these differences without
patronizing the program’s authoritative voice. By time I came to this revelation, Dr.
Alvarez pointed me in the direction of another poignant literacy study, No Place to Stand
by Julie Lindquist.
As I continued to think about the narrative paradigm of the A.A. as a storying
tool, and the way it had been preserved through the aforementioned literacy studies, I
began to think more about how Queer members, like myself, are constantly “writing” and
“rewriting” their recovery story according to the patriarchal qualification paradigm as the
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only truly important identity kit in the program. In Chapter 3, titled “Coming Out in
Church Basements: Seeing Myself in the Rooms, Spaces, and Publications in A.A.,’ I
examine the program’s patriarchal underpinnings in a different way, through its various
literary texts (Big Book, A.A. Grapevine, pamphlets, brochures, etc.) to show how the
structure of Alcoholics Anonymous has maintained its heteronormative and heterosexist
borders. Because of its origin in the 1930s, and that era’s societal climate, A.A.’s bedrock
rests on the experiences of white-male patriarchal privilege. Since its start, A.A. has had a
growing membership full of educational, service-oriented, and social activities within the
community. Annually, A.A. assembles an International Convention that usually pulls in
at least 61,000 attendees. From the first 100 members, known as the “first pioneers,” the
organization continues to not only be a cultural phenomenon but still a major spiritual
movement. According to a July 2012 aa.org press and media release 6, the Library of
Congress named its literary text, the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous, one of the 88
“Books that Shaped America.” A.A. literature is complex in the way it pressurizes a
critical history that becomes the members responsibility to further prove knowledge of
and articulate.
Alcoholics Anonymous, as a structure, is still today inadequate as most
institutions are in representing and supporting populations and subjectivities equitably.
Since its origination, the A.A. program of recovery became a space where Queer
alcoholic members could feel safe hiding it, as society outside of A.A. was dangerous for
them. A.A. was a space they could get sober (and hide in), but this precedent only

https://www.aa.org/press-releases/en_us/press-releases/aas-big-book-alcoholicsanonymous-named-by-library-of-congress-as-one-of-the-books-that-shaped-america.
6
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continued to limit and marginalize Queer subjectivities over time even though society and
social justice advocacy began to move forward. After spending time studying the
program’s literacy toolkit through the outsider perspective of literacy scholars, I began to
trace its schemes of patriarchal literacy, the little red flags became easier to identify. This
is where I began to think about the significance of A.A.’s narrative history within the
structure, and why it continues to hold members subjective to its elongated history
leaving little to no room for contemporary exegesis. through this discursive friction
Although the structure has attempted to make those identities feel welcome and safe, the
socio-cultural environment of A.A. is a white-male space. This further marginalizes
subversive identities discounting the various intersections that need to be accounted for in
recovery.
A major issue that affects the identity of many alcoholics in recovery and how
they tell their story in meeting spaces and through their step-work. A.A.’s service
structures, such as G.S.O. and A.A. Grapevine, Inc., have tried to account for identities
marginalized through “special interest” texts, pamphlets, meetings and other subsidiary
publishing agencies, like Hazelden, Stepping Stones, etc., without having to change the
structure of Alcoholics Anonymous altogether. Saying issues of gender identity, sexual
orientation and/or identity, culture, class, race, etc. are as having nothing to do with
A.A.’s internal structure removes agency and voice from marginalized members who
share space with hegemonic (cis-heteronormative, heteropatriarchal, and heterosexist)
members.
Like our larger society, this is a way to secure dominant heteropatriarchal culture.
In particular, narratives of LGBTQ+, Gender Non-Conforming, and Non-Binary persons,
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and their intersectional experiences, appear in “special interest” brochures and catalogs,
are presented on literature racks at meetings, or for online purchase, instead of within the
mainstream community dialogue. “Literacy is always already embedded in particular
social structures, instantiating the values of particular groups and cultures, which are
themselves organized in response to power” (Daniell 13). I theorize that this is Alcoholics
Anonymous’ way of understanding (or pigeonholing) the experiences of all alcoholics,
essentially a way of allowing them in the club without having to change the pillars of the
organization, which many fear would weaken the underpinnings of the program. The
supplemental literatures are secondary sites of space but never change the structure.
Therefore, this chapter works through the supplementary pamphlets and A.A. Grapevine
texts so I can analyze the ways this organization has nudged its parameters to claim
inclusivity, but really just provides them a space outside of the institution, which is not
only detrimental to A.A.’s livelihood, but keeps the concept of redemption privatized and
privileged, or worse, unfulfilling. Coming out of the private/public juncture are other subgenre narratives such as sober women/men recovery storytelling, people of color in
recovery, Queer identities and LGBTQ+ recovery stories, and other nonhegemonic/normative narratives which A.A./12-Step recovery catalogs (pigeonholed,
really) as “special interest groups.”
This led me into the thinking that A.A. recovery storytelling might be more
inclusive, diversified, and original if members signified their own personal recovery
experiences (in connection with the 12 Steps), perhaps still in the lines of the “what it
was like, what you did, what it’s like now” paradigm structure, instead of trying to
innovate or revise the Bill Wilson story as their own. It also made me wonder how many
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members are actually reading current newsletters, the A.A. journal, and the A.A.
Grapevine to move with the times. Members are ready to start doing this work, even with
ideas for the next edition printing of the Big Book, though that’s not to suggest that the
Bill Wilson story should be moved to the back, with the other selected stories in the Part
II section of the book; the 1-164 must always remain untouched. Realistically speaking,
wouldn’t the program’s folklore and textuality evoke the same history if its literary text
and literacy praxis began to reflect its current members for an interest to maintain a
stance of neutrality?
In Community Literacy and the Rhetoric of Public Engagement, Linda Flower
asks the poignant question about intercultural inquiry in institutional communities in
order to create “dialogue across the difference.” “Why do we need a new space or
different kind of community for such dialogue?” (Flower 21) Because of this
examination, I contradict myself a bit: I don’t think the design of the A.A. qualification is
necessarily deleterious or needs to be wholly resisted as Flower suggests about
institutional communities. My own A.A. recovery narrative, and all its versions over the
last nine years, might work against the very act of writing this dissertation project. I’ll
never not love or respect the thing that saved my life. I love when alcoholics [and
addicts] get up in front of a meeting and share a qualification; I know what to expect whether I’m more informed by the end or entertained. But I can also say that the A.A.
qualification pluralizes through a modernist conceptualization: the many tellings and
versions of the singular A.A. grand narrative, how its members continue to pull from the
program’s culture, meetings dialogue, and its Big Book text, really only intends to carry
on the myth of a dead white man (and his friend). While qualifications in A.A. are meant
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to empower and humanize alcoholics [and addicts], the narrative structure (and cultural
demand) reduces all members’ voices to a single story of the culture in its entirety, not
their own story (though they are asked to tell their story, thereby sharing their
“experience, strength, and hope”). So, for me to have a civic role in this constructed
community institution is me part taking on its ideals and ideologies, as well as also taking
on its “oppressive fictions” (22) that continue to “operate under the radar of many
institutional constraints” (Flower 25).
Thinking about A.A.’s institutional constraints over its language and literacy
praxis, makes me reflect on Deborah Brandt’s “sponsors of literacy” in the way sponsors
and old-timer members both mentor and regulate the language and literacy practices of
other members, especially newcomers. In Literacy in American Lives, Brandt explores
how literacy normativity and regulation had a collective gain, and how sponsors are the
“delivery systems” (19) “by which these forces present themselves to - and through individual learners.”
Sponsors, as I have come to think of them, are any agents, local or distant,
concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, and model, as well as recruit,
regulate, suppress, or withhold, literacy - and gain advantage by it in some way …
Sponsors are a tangible reminder that literacy learning throughout history has
always required permission, sanction, assistance, coercion … the concept of
sponsors helps to explain, then, a range of human relationships and ideological
pressures that turn up at scenes of literacy learning (19-20).
While Brandt isn’t literally talking about sponsors of A.A., I connect her theory of
“sponsors of literacy” as A.A. sponsors and old-timers are sponsors of A.A. literacy.
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Members practice the process of reframing their stories to fit the A.A. narrative by
making choices that either engage with the rigid discourse and/or validates the listening
alcoholic’s experience through that qualifying mode. As time goes on, and they acquire
sober time and recovery experience, their testimonial qualification narratives shape and
transform in ways as well. I apply Brandt’s theory because it makes me think about who
has access to literacy in A.A. and the narrative paradigm structure. Further, it makes me
think about the kind of members that do not embrace the characteristics of future
sponsors in A.A. (or current), but how their membership, knowledge, and experience has
been a direct result of how they have been placed and rated in A.A. literacy and
literateness, because of their sponsorship.
By noting the program’s literacy history, how structures can control literacy and
individuals, and whether or not individuals oppose that power, I finalize this chapter with
an overview of how the program has reinscribed the “recovery story” through the lens of
A.A.’s narrative paradigm, with the aim of the qualification to further designate how
recovering alcoholics have culturally accepted and taken on the composing facets of the
program as a norm without inherently questioning it. The subjectivity of the literacy
studies and ethnographic projects on A.A. that I work through, continue to support a
dangerous element in the way A.A. recovery literacy continues to be studied. Within the
hegemonic public of Alcoholics Anonymous, its gatekeepers have compounded interests
to the collective without addressing concerns of their members who have been ignored by
the hegemonic system. “When a discourse insists its members suspend, ignore, or
neutralize the identities of women, workers, people of color, gays, and Lesbians, it
effectively removes those realities from deliberation” (Flower 33). And further, this
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makes me think about the kind of normative history A.A. wants to keep telling, even
though the marginalized voices of its BIPOC and LGBTQ+ members are saying that their
voices are just as important to the program’s cultural history.
While this is just my personal experience, the amount of digging I had to do to get
to this realization just continues to prove the priority of maintaining the enclave of the
privileged white-male, keeping other voices outside the dominant majority literally,
sometimes literally located in the back of its main literary text, bracketed them into
“special interest groups,” or included in certain special issues of its literary magazine, as
a way to say they’ve been allowed into the club without changing the structure as a
whole. This ultimately still reduces LGBTQ+ (and BIPOC) realities and ways of coming
to self and knowing as being told what’s inherently exclusive in A.A. I argue that in order
for A.A. to truly evolve beyond its issues of heterosexism, homophobia, and transphobia,
LGBTQs+ recovery stories should be authentically told in “regular meetings,” and not
just “special interest” groups, bearing community identity markers, so that hegemonic
members can begin to honor these marginalized stories and begin to learn how to create
and support a more inclusive (Queer-visible) community, as A.A.’s mission intends. This
is a way that A.A. can have a more intersectional approach towards literary and rhetorical
practices that do not rely on hegemonic strategies or motivations, or forms of oppressing
and gatekeeping certain members. Researchers of A.A. should continue to work toward
doing intersectional work with LGBTQs+ so that their history can become more
centralized in A.A.’s community story. This mobilization allows for a renegotiation of
the subsisting complexities and power in A.A.’s cultural conditioning. Furthermore, it’s
simply a better way to represent and document A.A. culture and history accurately, not
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for the convenience to keep the patriarchal voice as the narrative bedrock of this
institution. I apply feminist and Queer criticism to the literary and oral traditions of the
storying of the prescribed qualification narrative that has marketed Alcoholic
Anonymous’ hegemony since 1939, by exploring the value of Queer narratives and
“alternative stories” in Alcoholics Anonymous through its literary texts and Queer-related
archival materials.
In Chapter 4, titled “ The Public Work of Queering Recovery Literacy,” I
highlight my digital storytelling project “Voices from Rock Bottom (VFRB),” that began
in May of 2018, in production with Maker Park Radio – NYC, to suggest that researchers
must consider public ways of recovery storytelling that challenge (hetero)norms so Queer
alcoholics and addicts in recovery can co-create space to tell versions of their stories that
include their Queer experiences, moving towards the possibility of storytelling that
embraces and reclaims their full identities that have been limited by the hegemony of
A.A. This project not only informs the methodology of my dissertation but is an
interview series focused on alcoholism and addiction and recovery narratives within the
Staten Island community. VFRB is public civic engagement and advocacy through digital
humanities. I examine the nuances and subjectivity in the personal storytelling of Queer
guests, through the interviews conducted by me during the livestream events of “Voices
from Rock Bottom.”
VFRB7 not only focuses on alcoholism, addiction, and recovery storytelling by
the members of the Staten Island community but serves as a social model for
performance rhetoric. VFRB offers a digital and multimodal platform for recovery

7

The VFRB acronym stands for “Voices from Rock Bottom.”
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storytelling, that is further supported by a blog, which serves as a digital archive for all
recorded live-streams, biographies, artifacts, photos, etc. The radio show brings direct
access to recovery stories through multiple platforms, such as Facebook Live-Stream
video, Maker Park Radio app, Livestream app, VFRB live video, Mixlr, the radio station
website, etc. By sharing recovery stories and personal histories via live-stream radio and
these additional digital platforms, a public audience gets immediate access to the voices
and faces of alcoholics and addicts (some with discretionary preferences), as well as
family members, friends, professionals, and community workers who are all part of “the
narrative,” and deal with the disease of addiction (and alcoholism). VFRB is a
community-based, civic-engaged storytelling project leaning on literacy studies and
feminist theory (Collins, Crenshaw, hooks; Lorde;) which allow me to explore ways to
resolve the inequities of power in that have discriminated against bodies and identities of
particular groups of individuals in dialogic ways. I apply intersectional feminist
perspective to alcoholics and addicts sharing their stories via the community live-stream
radio show as a way to deconstruct the authoritarian societal understanding of the
community of people. Specifically, in this chapter, I show how the radio show practices
local recovery literacy in a feminist socially constructed space, a Maker Space in Staten
Island New York. VFRB creates a new space for alcoholics and addicts to share their
stories so that others can see how it resists the notion that the dominant recovery narrative
should continue to be manufactured and marketed within the spaces where it originated.
Recovery storytelling outside the A.A. hegemony challenges the dominant
narrative of recovery which does not account for personal life histories, other addictions,
identities, or subjectivities. But I also question whether or not recovery (and the recovery
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story) can survive without the imprint of the institutional voice. I ultimately explore how
the digital storytelling project, “Voices from Rock Bottom,” literally creates space that
broadcasts Queer subjectivities in the public forum, further challenging hegemony. I
think this chapter reconciles the notion that if recovery experiences need to be told, these
should be spoken and heard out loud, with real, authentic voices (not just the written or
manufactured versions). I am learning that possibly one cannot exist without the other they rely on one another; the qualification is fragmented (and institutionalized) because
its purpose is not authorial agency but communal, and the recovery story is capable of
completeness as it is able to include both the institutional and the personal.
Guests for VFRB are selected based upon my established trust with them as
members of the recovery community; almost all members identify with 12-Step recovery
practices and experiences, so the goal is not to disrupt the 12-Step community narrative.
Alcoholics and addicts who come on the radio show, make creative decisions while
sharing their stories, ones that often include protecting the fellowship. The stories are
reconstructed from memory without preparation, and guests organically offer a
retrospective version of their recovery experience. Outside the 12-Step institution, VFRB
guests’ stories contain more subjective components, and provide a visual and embodied
rhetoric of hand gestures, physicality, or tone. This project presents a noncompartmentalized version of the recovery story and takes literacy work learned in
institutionalized spaces out into the community. And by sharing these stories in the public
forum with a wider audience, people are more likely to identify, empathize, and trust
their message, allowing alcoholics and addicts a safe space to negotiate their own roles
and identities as stakeholders and gatekeepers. Thus, the radio show identifies how digital
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literacy practices and rhetorical work outside traditional spaces can influence identity
development, as well as community formation and advocacy.
In addition to describing my own experiences with VFRB and offering excerpts
from the public archive as context of how the show has evolved, I offer excerpts from the
shows, selecting four guests that represent Queer subjectivities similar to Chapter 3. In
these semi-structured show interviews, I ask these guests about their experience of
sharing their recovery story in the public forum of VFRB. This evolving self-evaluative
form of recovery communication and composition allows Queer sober persons to author,
revise, and re-story their recovery journeys beyond the borders of A.A., while connecting
to the public sphere, dialoguing with another recovered person, sharing information, and
mobilizing networks and community literacy and discourse to a wider audience of people
of all ages, races, cultures, and gender and sexual identities.
Conversely, this digital rhetorical and public rhetoric practice can be considered
as a site of dissension, as these Queer storytellers lend opinions and share experiences
beyond 12-Step recovery’s hegemony and can at times defy its traditions. I argue that it’s
a way to positively reconceptualize recovery literacy in a dynamic communicative praxis
that helps recovered alcoholics overcome institutionalized constraints, and especially
being okay with not being entirely anonymous and “out” not only in their Queer lives, but
in their recovery lives. This form of discourse asserts a certain level of discourse that is
multimodal and interactive, where authorship, readership, production, and consumption
are blended (Kress 2003). Recovery literacy via social media is a response to the
dominant narrative in popular culture, especially for Queer individuals. Thus, this
performative rhetorical practice is what I believe is a way for recovering LGBTQ+
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persons to not only archive, but to “do Queer activism;” through the acts and functions
and visibility of digital storytelling projects. Their recovering bodies take agency,
generate and disseminate knowledge and awareness multi-modally, becoming living texts
instead of marginalized ones. It is through this framework, that I articulate that Queer
persons in recovery are making it possible to change the narrative and give voice to
marginalized stories in the public forum, stories that have not only gone unheard, but
have been delimited. This is a way to rethink recovery spaces and explore Queer recovery
discourse created in critical digital literacies. Furthermore, this chapter ultimately
portrays how Queer recovery literacy practices via digital storytelling practices creates a
new public space where Queer members can perform, play, and challenge 12 Step
hegemony, while creating an extension of the community they’ve built in A.A. special
interest groups, thus creating an entirely contemporary ethos of recovery literacy, a
perspective that has become crucial to the way Queer persons have learned to survive in
society and America.
Here’s what I am left thinking about from the ideas I’ve explored, the arguments
I’ve made, the texts I’ve critiqued, and the culmination of this dissertation. In the end,
this dissertation project considers how community literacies advocate for new ways of
thinking about civic engagement and literacy practices in identity and communitybuilding contexts that live and occur outside A.A. institutionality. To bring together the
themes of all my chapters, that move through the history of A.A., the literature of A.A.,
and the feminist and Queer spaces of recovery storytelling, I support the notion that the
future of recovery storytelling may no longer be solely bound by institutionalized spaces
like A.A. In the same way rhet/comp researchers study new sites of community literacies
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and rhetorical performances within and outside classroom spaces, researchers need to
study new sites of recovery such as “qualifying,” what I consider as narrative telling, to
be a reductive rhetorical model. While A.A. may always be the dominant narrative, as its
message has survived various literacy arenas, genres, platforms, and dialogic space, the
organization prioritizes and historizes its hegemonic culture while many of its members
are calling for dialogue in response to the white-male face of A.A. I am interested in the
ways certain members break away from the white-male narrative telling, in order to
acknowledge identities that perform differently that what the institution asks for, and how
people perform different identities based on the A.A. narrative (and not their actual
stories). Something I’ve considered deeply is the way this dissertation project has helped
me define the difference between the terms, “narrative” and “story,” and how I have
come to think of them and use them. The story, or storying, has an important role in terms
of Queer members sharing their A.A. testimony while also evoking Queer literacy
practices. And narratives are the more contentious, constricted, competitive accounts
propelled and expected of A.A., that seek to reduce non-hegemonic identities and
experiences.
What would recovery literacy scholarship look like to have a more rich and
informed understanding of the program’s history without excluding or marginalizing the
experiences of all alcoholics as they try to unweb a story that doesn’t soundly elucidate
theirs? Queer members have always been part of A.A. history from the very beginning
though they have been anonymized and hidden within its literary tradition. The
production, consumption, and experience of A.A. literature weighs on whether or not its
members were consciously aware of this quandary. Many of the aforementioned A.A.
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literacy studies and rhetorical analyses I’ve explored in Chapter 2 have generally
expanded on A.A.’s phenomenal contribution to alcoholism recovery, identity-forming
practices, and community literacy, oversimplifying the concerns of all of its members
who continue to language and dialogue within the whole community. But they don’t
seem to attempt to work through or reconcile the marginalization of some of its members
who continue to operate within the patriarchal narrative tradition. A.A. storytellers,
“qualifiers,” have been seasoned through the reenactment of the program’s cisheteronormative discourse that is performative and embodied, recycled, regurgitated . . .
As mentioned in Chapter 3, in Alcoholics Anonymous, special interest groups do
attempt to reflect and address diversity and inclusion issues in the program that aren’t
really written anywhere in any of A.A.’s literature beyond its meeting pamphlets. But it’s
in A.A.’s mainstream (“regular”) meetings that patriarchal members are not as flexible
and willing to acknowledge or accept societal or cultural change as mirrored by the
organization, from the inside outside. It’s not that I stopped “drinking the Kool-Aid,” but
I began to be dissuaded by the organization's call to protect itself through traditions and
concepts, which I still very much agree with and practice the program’s 12 & 12
traditions text, reminding me of “singleness of purpose,”8 to not be considered a cynical
“ego-driven individualist” (Alcoholics Anonymous 146).
One of the things that I have been working through, while writing this dissertation
project has been writing about A.A. and the conflict of anonymity. Anonymity is a

“Our Society, therefore, will prudently cleave to its single purpose: the carrying of the
message to the alcoholic who still suffers. Let us resist the proud assumption that since
God has enabled us to do well in one area, we are destined to be a channel of saving
grace for everybody.” The A.A. Group …Where It All Begins, p. 7, with permission of
A.A. World Services, Inc. https://www.aamonterey.org/about-aa/primary-purpose/
8
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tradition of A.A. that protects the organization against anyone who might be interested in
exploiting their affiliation to A.A., especially as a way to gain power, personal gain,
achieve recognition, etc. All members of A.A. are considered guardians of the A.A.
traditions. As such, I have struggled with writing this dissertation immensely because of
my own personal affinity to this community as a recovered alcoholic, particularly as a
woman, and as a Lesbian. This research has involved a great deal of reflexive and
external investigation within the context of the traditions of 12-Step program recovery, as
well as emotional labor. With every sentence, I am negotiating feelings of shame, guilt,
and fear. Although I am working with ideas that might challenge this institution (and I
say challenge merely just as a way to think openly about the institution), I have and still
claim membership with this structure not only as a form of survival, but also in a way to
identify with a community, one that I’ve wanted to have my entire life. Since 2011, I’ve
maintained active membership, I’ve not only participated in and with the culture, but
after I became seasoned in the program, I have engaged in service on various levels.
It wasn’t until my second year of coursework in the Ph.D. program that I began to
see Alcoholics Anonymous as a system that has been influenced by a rigid socio-cultural
history as it continues to move on into the present. Although I have had past experience
being a “guardian of the traditions,” in the process of dissertating, I have been able to
study more closely structures and ad-hoc committees within Intergroup and the G.S.O.
have been effortlessly working on creating literature and spaces in A.A. to make it more
inclusive and welcoming to voices and experiences that would typically be considered
outliers when compared to hegemony. The Traditions of the A.A. program signal against
individuals and groups that could “greatly injure A.A. as a whole, nor ought it affiliate
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itself with anything or anybody else,” (147) and while outside issues are not spoken about
or clearly defined the members have come to understand what they are, and how they’ve
learned to protect the organization against such issues, or deal with those resentments or
personal problems, for the good of the whole.
By acknowledging the internal messaging of A.A. indoctrination, as the
internalized A.A. voice is telling me I shouldn’t be doing this, I learned how to be okay
with this complexity, and how timely this is when a lot of people have written op-ed or
headliners about institutionalized recovery, cultural influences, patriarchal focus, and
accounts of subjugation that continue to affect ideas of power, access, agency, and self 9
as it relates to alcoholics [and addicts]10. I’m going into all this because I know I prepared
for the flock to find this project contentious, as any attempt I make to refute or question
the organization might be appraised for being a period of my recovery with a problem of
ego, being of the intellectual or “educational variety”11 (Alcoholics Anonymous 569), or
that I simply lack humility. So, it’s not that I felt that this dissertation project was in total
disregard of my membership in A.A., but it allowed me to begin asking questions about

See The Temper Magazine, an anti-patriarchal online publication that serves reject
dogma while exploring life through the lens of sobriety, addiction, and recovery, with
people “as agents of their own recovery,” debunking “what’s wrong in addiction recovery
is that power has been stripped from the people,” i.e. questioning authority, institutions,
and structures, and also saying “fuck permission, fuck perfect, and fuck the status quo.”
https://www.thetemper.com/; this will hopefully be revisited in Chapter 3.
10 In A.A., members are suggested to solely identify as “alcoholic” to not take away the
message of A.A. or it’s “singleness of purpose,” as there are “other fellowships for that”
11 Alcoholics Anonymous. Alcoholics Anonymous, 4ed. Alcoholics Anonymous World
Services, 2001. Print. This is in reference to the description of “spiritual awakening” vs.
“spiritual experience,” noting how psychologist William James considers most members
to have spiritual awakening, the “educational variety,” as they get sober and develop
gradually over the course of their sobriety through years of accomplished self-discipline
within the program.
9
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how this project has been an “anonymity break” though it addresses a specific problem
which many of its members perpetuate, in the ways they continue to safeguard the
program’s cis-heteronormative and patriarchal customs, because the institution (and its
patriarchal players) do not want to incite controversy and criticism. Yet, ironically, the
program’s co-founders, Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith (“Bill W. and Dr. Bob”), were
actually A.A.’s biggest anonymity breakers.
Another major issue that affects the identity of many alcoholics in recovery and
how they tell their story in meeting spaces, is how they are taken through their step work,
their sober tree or sponsorship lineage. Honestly, going back to my own positionality and
place within the 12-Step structure, as someone with over 9 years of sobriety, who was
raised in A.A. the right way, while being a qualitative researcher studying this very
particular languaging arena, has at times fragmented and complicated my sense of self as
I exist and participate in both of these worlds. I am not totally grounded in either as
studying these identity dualities, on top of being a Queer person in both recovery and
academia, has been simultaneously polarizing. The interpersonal and intersectional
experience with these discourses, these “narratively constructed identities,” (Eakin 39)
has helped me better discuss and critique the implications of this dissertation project.
Through this experience, I “live autobiographically,” because who I am, and any of these
arenas which I actively participate in, contribute to the way I cede the methodology of
this research study. How I come to do autoethnography is the very result of the dynamic
relationship between my identity-forming and narrative-making processes in both A.A.
recovery and academia as a Queer person. Which is why autoethnography has worked
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best for this project because I was able to reflect on my personal experience with the A.A.
institution as I connected it to the story and history of this project.
There are a handful of topics that have been somewhat accepted into the
program’s meeting discourse, as they relate to its emphasis on heteronormativity, that
have been deemed appropriate for sharing include sponsorship, relationships, custody
situations, divorce, marriage, professionalism, housing and living, etc. as they relate to
alcoholism. While these problems and topics are being considered exclusive of outside
issues, topics that relate to homophobia, transphobia, Queerness, microaggression,
discrimination, childhood trauma, sexual violence, politics, racism, white supremacy, etc.
have had absolutely no place in A.A., unless they stay where they belong, in LGBTQ+
meetings where members can talk about these special issues - even if these issues are
affecting their sober livelihoods. I’ve come to know my place in the room, and place
within the larger structure. And especially with the larger political forces at place since
2016, I began to feel less safe at certain meetings, and began moving towards strictly
LGBTQ+ meetings, while relying on my personal sober network, peer Queer sober
friends, avoiding deeply patriarchal or old-timers meetings, where I couldn’t share about
what I needed to for the sake of my recovery and my lived experience and trauma as a
Queer person.
I have experienced waves of fear that this critique will be held against me,
especially considering that I intend to publish, perhaps beyond the interrogation of the
A.A. police, but even being implored by the G.S.O. I cringe at these very plausible
realities. This project was not designed to subvert the A.A. institution, but rather, it was
intended advocate for the voices and identities that may or may not have been
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strategically left out of A.A.’s literacy and literary tradition (like mine) in order to reveal
its Queer cultural erasure, or controversial issues as they may sidetrack the organization
from its primary purpose. I wanted to address the unconscious and conscious cultural
decisions that have played a crucial role in how Queer members have been forced to
survive and find meaning in A.A. I’d never had personal skepticism regarding A.A.
history or its culture until I began to root myself as an academic working with language,
literacy, identity, and stories in rhet/comp.
All in all, I firmly believe that recovery literacy scholars need to study meaningmaking practices of Queer persons who have been marginalized by society and are still
being limited by A.A.’s institutionalized spaces (and other spaces and communities 12Step/A.A.’s borders stretch into) precisely because its structure welcomes them without
ever really having to or needing to acknowledge them (as the emphasis and focus is
tightly bound to its hegemony). Recovery storytelling in the public forum might be more
important than just being solely done in seclusion of A.A., as the praxis of public
recovery rhetoric can reach larger audiences, while including other literacies, across
various mediums without the presence or condemnation by gatekeepers or forms of
censorship. By having studied recovery literacy as a social practice in feminist and Queer
community storytelling spaces, like “Voices from Rock Bottom” in Maker Park Radio NYC, the act of doing so makes it possible for Queer identities to pull themselves from
the margins, and speak for themselves, their whole selves.
By the time I arrived at the end of this dissertation project, my conclusion had me
in conversation with ideas about how I work through writing a history that I live every
day. Though, I am aware that I am writing about an institution that literally saved my life
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with feminist rhetorical tradition drumming on every sentence. All I can think about are
the nuances that still exist in Alcoholics Anonymous - the rhetorical tools and modes of
storytelling for various identities that have only been metered by the 12-Step recovery
narrative paradigm. As a gay woman, who has repeatedly been shaped by the patriarchal
literacy praxis (although I understand my own level of privileging as an educated white
woman being in A.A. and doing this work), all I can think about are the moments I have
had to reinvent myself and create a version of my recovery story that fits within the
dominant narrative. I am constantly reinterpreting my subjectivities in the program and
even at times casting them aside because I understand that A.A. is not the rhetorical space
where these parts of my identity belong. As a rhet/comp scholar, specifically working
with community literacy studies, it is difficult for me to unsee the fissures: while I
understand how this narrative paradigm came to be, and why a certain story has been
preserved, it is difficult for me to compartmentalize, to unsee these notions when I attend
A.A. To varying degrees, I practice code-switching, hedging between this research
project and the A.A. institution. So, every time I walk into a meeting space, regardless of
its type, I am always repositioning my voice to reside neatly within the accepted tradition,
but I always notice the open folding chair across the room that has been left open for me,
next to someone who is like me, marginalized, othered, and somewhat silenced. I struggle
-- sometimes, I feel like I am a full insider, at other times I am a full outsider. However,
the only way to move beyond hegemonic narrative telling is to choose the story over the
qualification, to halt the recapitulated reenactment of the program’s cis-heteronormative
discourse. Disrupting the patriarchal narrative telling structure with Queerstories of
recovery, stories shared by Queer members, whose Queer lives and literacy practices
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have been marginalized and limited by institutionalized recovery literacy structure of
A.A., does the work and advocacy of public rhetoric.
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CHAPTER 1 - A CRITIQUE OF THE A.A. QUALIFICATION:
REFLECTING ON THE PATRIARCHAL STORYTELLER OF A.A.
“This is the basic textbook of A.A. experience. A.A. as we know it is the outgrowth of this
book, which was originally prepared by a hundred or so alcoholics who had learned to
stay sober by helping each other … they recorded what they had done and gave the
account this title … “Alcoholics Anonymous.” The original A.A. experience is spelled out
by those who did it first, then wrote about it. It is the primary source book of all basic
A.A. thought … Most members get a copy as soon after coming to A.A. as they can, so
they may take the fundamental A.A. ideas directly from the source, not hear of them
second or third hand. The first 11, basic chapters were written by Bill W., co-founder of
A.A. It also contains many A.A. members’ own stories, as written by themselves …
Regular readers of the book say that repeated readings reveal many deeper meanings
that cannot be grasped at the first hurried glance.” - A.A. World Services, Living Sober
MAINTAINING HEGEMONY, I MEAN MEMBERSHIP: HOW ALCOHOLICS
ANONYMOUS HAS CATECHIZED A NARRATIVE MATERIALITY

[Figure 1: “The Home of Alcoholics Anonymous - How It Works,” by 12 Step Cult
Religion Exposed, 2013]
This chapter examines the history of the dominant narrative that has been socioculturally constructed by Alcoholics Anonymous, and which continues to be particularly
rhetored by white-male middle class members. In order to offer a systemic critique on
how a tradition of institutionalized narrative (story)telling has shaped this 12 Step
alcoholism recovery community, I contextualize a complex set of issues and histories that
have been connected to A.A.’s long tradition of literacy. The ideologies of Alcoholics
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Anonymous have developed one narrative of identity, power, and community, the
qualification narrative. This chapter works to recognize how A.A.’s communal literacy
and language practices have also influenced the culture of recovery within and beyond
the borders of A.A. meetings. I poke at the socio-cultural reality of the organization as
founded by [two] white, patriarchal men. According to Dr. Bob and the Good OldTimers, the A.A. program benefited by their varying privilege and affluence.
As we have seen, early A.A. members were predominantly white, middle-class,
and male. There were membership requirements - belief in God, making a
surrender, and conforming to the precepts of the Oxford Group - in addition to
having a desire (honest, sincere, or otherwise) stop drinking (Alcoholics
Anonymous 239).
I explore the central role of this white-male hegemony in the literary and oral history of
storytelling that has occurred in Alcoholics Anonymous, especially since the program’s
signature 1939 literary publication. I show how A.A.’s literacy praxis continues to
materialize the dominant narrative of recovery within private and public spheres of the
organization. In other words, studying this helps those of us in recovery and recovery
literacy scholars see how patriarchal members capitalize on the recovery story in the
spaces in which the recovery story through the qualification paradigm occurs. I query
whether or not A.A. recovery narratives need to be totally maintained by the sociallyerected white-male lexicon that continues to play into A.A. community consciousness
and the (not so subtle) hierarchy of acceptable recovery narratives, “qualifications”; what
I deem to be A.A.’s institutional voice.
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A.A. was founded by Bill Wilson and Dr. Robert Holbrook Smith, “Bill W.” and
“Bob Smith.” Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob became the foundation of the A.A. program.
Alcoholics Anonymous estimates that its worldwide individual membership has grown
from a small community of people, the first one hundred men and women who recovered
from alcoholism, to a two-million-member global fellowship.12 According to the A.A.
General Service Office, because Alcoholics Anonymous does not (or seek to) keep
formal membership lists to preserve anonymity13, it is a challenge to collect accurate data
on the total current membership. As stated in the AA World Services preamble,
“Alcoholics Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women who share their experience,
strength, and hope with each other that they may solve their common problem and help
others to recover from alcoholism … our primary purpose is to stay sober and help other
alcoholics to achieve sobriety.” Alcoholics Anonymous is not anonymous, but its people
are. A.A. activity and meetings occur in approximately 180 worldwide countries, with 64
autonomously working General Service Offices in other nations. In that, the
representation of culture, gender, sexual, class, race, et. al., identities is non-inclusive,
A.A.’s last membership survey in 2014 estimated that 62% of the members were “men,”
38% “women,” and 89% of members were “white.” This estimation relies on the groups
that have provided reports and/or membership information, this does not reflect the
groups who might not have participated in membership surveys. Just from my
observation alone, apart from my participation in, there are a lot of intersectional

In 2019, A.A. counted 2,077,374 members and 125,557 A.A. groups worldwide;
“Estimated Worldwide A.A. Individual and Group Membership.” Alcoholics Anonymous
Service Material from the General Service Office. Web Updated 2020.
13 Throughout this chapter, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a play
on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
12
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identities that have not been accounted for in this survey. I definitely do not see myself
wholly represented in any of those statistics.
Alcoholics Anonymous has wanted to protect its interests to a fashioned,
dominant narrative of what 12-Step recovery is so that the entire organization does not
fall under scrutiny or falter because of a few under-qualified individuals who speak on
behalf of the organization without permission or accurate [approved] knowledge of the
program. In fact, A.A. is blatantly apprehensive of anyone (member or not) who attempts
to (re)write its history. I learned very quickly the difference between conferenceapproved and non-conference approved literature in A.A. While Hazelden publishing is
not conference-approved or considered A.A. literature, it has interpreted and adapted its
literature while playing by A.A.’s rules. If the author(s), publisher(s), or editor(s) wants
that stamp of approval, like most already published biographies, histories, and chronicles,
they could get approved by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, but then that would
also mean that Alcoholics Anonymous has literary license on those histories. The only
way this would actually be possible is if the collections or texts preserved the original
history, context, ideologies, and language of A.A.
Storytelling and literacy practice in meetings are integral language functions for
A.A. recovery as they embrace the socially observable hegemonic identity. Michel de
Certeau’s text, The Practice of Everyday Life, touches upon facets of storytelling, and we
can better understand “the story,” as in the narrative mechanism of the A.A. qualification,
by applying Certeau’s theory of “the story,” where the practice of life and language is the
“dwelling” for certain thematic stories. In A.A. narratives survive as part of the “structure
of a social imagination,” (1256) the meetings are the dwelling where members get to
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practice and play with the culture of the program. When the story is told, the alcoholic’s
sober self comes alive and the speaking member is seen as a meaningful spoke in the
wheel, a member amongst members, but only within those spaces. As Michel de Certeau
describes, the storyteller “creates for himself a space in which he can find ways of using
and constraining order of the place or of the language” (de Certeau 1248), with specific
techniques and agency moves, as authentic storytelling practices. In order to understand a
story in the way it’s meant to be told, the space needs to be created. For alcoholics in
recovery, the meeting space, the diner, or any insular recovery ecology is the space to
identify with others’ practices and experiences of life. Within these spatial places,
alcoholics are communicating, and their exchanged narratives only become permanent
within the membrane of each other’s memories and relationship to A.A. The
qualifications survive because conviviality is a major part of this community’s social
imagination.
Through the telling and retelling of one’s qualification narrative, members “draft”
or “outline” their narratives, but these stories are never wholly actualized. Versions of
similar accounts and experiences have been transcribed into writing via the Part II of the
Big Book, as well as the A.A. Grapevine, Inc., the publisher of the International Journal
of Alcoholics Anonymous that carries the message of A.A. The Grapevine circulates
qualification narratives and pieces on related topics on recovery from alcoholism through
websites, magazines, and pamphlets in accordance with the 12 Steps, 12 Traditions, 12
Concepts of the A.A. program; also known as “conference-approved literature.”
Members strive to become the ultimate archetype in A.A. in retelling their own stylistic
version of the “Bill’s Story,” Chapter 2 of the Big Book. But I am interested in the
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relationship between “the author”/ “the writer” / “the creator” and “the recovery story”
beyond the mainstream qualification paradigm of the recovery story that has been
crafted/manufactured in 12-Step recovery; the “A.A. way of life14.” (Bill W.) A.A.
literacy and language practices have helped me formulate and craft my own recovery
story, or versions of it, through the qualification telling process, employing personal
“writing” choices. The structure also easily masks and covers its religious conversion
rhetoric within the historical context hegemonic members still cling to.
The theme of A.A. master narrative is finding one’s sense of self in conscious
contact with a Higher Power, by following some suggestions as outlined in the central
text of Alcoholics Anonymous. The total structure of A.A. depends upon the active
participation and conscience of the individuals, and how groups have a ripple effect on
the 12 Step program globally. Each member of A.A. is a small part of a great whole, the
common welfare comes first. Thus, the identity experience is linked with another. Within
this fellowship, identities are not marginalized in their social discourse practices, as one’s
identity not only interacts with another’s but relies on it. Alcoholics are responsible for
their own sobriety, but as a whole, are also responsible for the primary purpose of the
community, which is to carry the message to the alcoholic who still suffers. A.A. is
shaped by this collective voice of its members in groups, who are vital to the Fellowship.
As a global fellowship, the program entails following customs, going to meetings,
practicing the 12 steps, and learning how to craft and share the qualification literacy
narrative. This is why the active participation in telling narratives, through oral
qualifications at meetings, literacy practices of reading the A.A. text, or writing out step

14

This is from the cover of As Bill Sees It: The A.A. Way of Life by Bill Wilson.
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work, proves a conception of agency and identity for recovering alcoholics. So, language
not only holds great weight in developing communal voice but also gives voice to the
message of recovery.
In The Sober Truth: Debunking the Bad Science Behind 12-Step Programs and
the Rehab Industry, L. Dodes and Z. Dodes explore how Alcoholics Anonymous has
been codified into our country’s socio-political policies and legal systems, elaborating
further about the cultural fabric of A.A. that Rudy and Greil study. They argue:
Alcoholics Anonymous is a part of our nation’s fabric. In the seventy-six years
since AA was created, 12-Step programs have expanded to include over three
hundred different organizations, focusing on such diverse issues … Twelve-step
programs hold a privileged place in our culture as well. … After all, walk down
any street in any city and you are likely to run into a dozen people who swear by
AA - either from personal experience or because they know someone whose life
was saved by the program. Even people who have no experience with AA may
still have heard that it works (Dodes and Dodes 1-2).
Dodes and Dodes particularly vet how a dominant narrative of recovery has not only been
crafted but continues to survive. This is where I recognize the white-male problem not
only within A.A., but within America. But like America (and specifically the
Northeastern region of the organization where it originated), A.A. has inculcated its
members with these compulsory social survival toolkits that continue to foster hegemony.
AA has managed to survive, in part, because members who become and remain
sober speak and write about it regularly. This is no accident: AA’s twelfth step
expressly tells members to proselytize for the organization. … AA’s emphasis on
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proselytizing, a basic tool through which recognized religions and certain fringe
religious groups spread their message, is an essential part of its worldwide
success, and it’s a big reason that it has been nearly impossible to have an open
dialogue about other[s] … (3-4).
That the A.A. program was founded by two privileged white men, during a time of social
unrest (post World War I, amidst the Great Depression, etc.), conditioned the internal
socio-cultural politics of the program. While all are welcome to the program, the core of
the organization is rooted in subjugating people to adopt literacy and social practices that
mirror the institution’s founders. The “American people” are “used to” the salvation of
the white-male dominion, the ever perpetuating racist and sexist structure of the
privileged white-male colonizer that continues to scout constituents, as it has come out of
the history of alcoholism in the U.S., and as that history has also been tied to the
prohibition. The patriarchal white-male identity in A.A. connects to (t)his larger context,
whose “outside” politics continue to dominate private and public spaces of recovery and
prevail despite the resistance. This is fundamental silencing.
AN ANTIQUITY OF BORROWING: HOW BILL WILSON
INSTITUTIONALIZED THE A.A. STORY

[Figure 2 “Why Bill W. Wrote the Twelve Steps Twice,” AA Agnostica, “The 12 Steps,”
2019]
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Reading through all of the authorized histories for this dissertation project, as a
member and as a scholar, has placed the beginning of A.A. as a conversation between
Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob. This exchange is said to follow but mirror an earlier
conversation Bill Wilson had with Ebby before he got sober. These two stories are at the
heart of the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous.
Ebby, Edwin Throckmorton Thacher, an old school pal of Bill’s who became a
member of the Oxford Group, essentially offered Bill Wilson the narrative structure of
A.A. by describing the things he was doing daily to stay sober. During that conversation,
Bill, confused by his friend’s alarming transformation, asked Ebby if he “got religion.” It
was Ebby that planted the seed in Bill the shoulder-to-shoulder characteristic of the
program.
Ebby didn’t try to pressure or evangelize me, and pretty soon he left. For several
days I went on drinking. But in no waking hour was the thought of my friend
absent from my mind. I could not forget what he had said. In the kinship of
common suffering, one alcoholic had been talking to another (A.A. World
Services, Inc. 59).
Ebby confirmed that he just created his own sense of “God” and found healing by talking
to others. “You need another alcoholic to talk to. You need another alcoholic just as
much as he needs you!” (A.A. World Services, Inc. 66) It was years later in my recovery
when I was able to visualize this exchange between Ebby and Bill in Hallmark’s 1989
made-for-television film, My Name Is Bill W., starring James Woods and James Garner,
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which ironically, is no longer available for purchase or viewing in the U.S.15 The only
supplemental visualization of this infamous exchange can be viewed in the YouTube
video of the off-Broadway production of “Bill W. and Dr. Bob” that was held at New
World Stages.16

[Figure 3: A picture of the scene of Bill W. talking to Ebby, from the “Bill and Dr. Bob”
2007 off-Broadway play at New World Stages]
A.A.’s narrative telling paradigm first materialized from that conversation Bill
Wilson had with his friend Ebby about “finding religion.” In February of 2019, Bob K. (a
self-declared out-the-closet atheist AA-er) wrote an article, titled “Ebby Thacher - An
Unhappy Life,” in A.A. Beyond Belief, about how Ebby “carried the message of salvation
through religious conversion to his old friend, Bill.” Bill and Ebby would try to round up
drunks and attempt to get them sober through the same redemptive proselytization.
As multiple A.A. histories describe, this narrative archetype was later
recapitulated during a business trip Bill Wilson took. On that trip, he searched for another
alcoholic to talk to while being away from home and away from Ebby. With a lot of idle
time and a hotel bar that looked attractive, Bill called every church in the area looking for

The cinematic account of Lois Wilson’s story, When Love is Not Enough, is still able
to be viewed, though.
16 The YouTube video of the off-Broadway production of “Bill W. and Dr. Bob” that was
held at New World Stages, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ntroOvgZokA.
15
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a “drunk” to talk to; that’s how he found Dr. Bob (whose wife, Ann Ripley-Smith, was a
devotee to the Methodist Church Bill called that day).
In “Dr. Bob’s Nightmare,” Dr. Bob’s personal story in the back of the Big Book,
Dr. Bob shares his details in his version of how he met Bill, while Bill was in Akron,
Ohio for that business trip, who searched for another alcoholic to talk to, just like Ebby
told his story to Bill.
Of far more importance was the fact that he was the first living human with whom
I had ever talked, who knew what he was talking about in regard to alcoholism
from actual experience. In other words, he talked my language. He knew all the
answers, and certainly not because he had picked them up in his reading
(Alcoholics Anonymous 195).
During that conversation, both Bill and Dr. Bob realized that this was the only way
alcoholics could recover - by talking to one another, face to face. As A.A. began to
develop. Ebby struggled with consistent sobriety only staying sober for a year or so at a
time, which also continued for the rest of his life. Though Ebby remained friends with
Bill, who also served as his sponsor, Ebby is suspected of being jealous of A.A.’s
success, and Bill’s notoriety, as well as Bill’s friendship with Dr. Bob.
Bill and Dr. Bob modeled the A.A. program according to the redemptive literacy
ideologies and principles of the Oxford Group. The talk that Bill and Dr. Bob marked the
anniversary of A.A. 's origination.
Whatever Bill said - and in the course of some five hours of conversation, he must
have thrown everything he ever knew or thought or guessed about alcoholism and
told the long version of his story to boot - Bob stopped drinking immediately …
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Important to him was the fact that another alcoholic was telling him (A.A. World
Services, Inc. 68-69).
While Bill and Dr. Bob developed a connection, they realized the only way to continue to
stay sober is if they find other alcoholics to work with, finding and creating a community
to hold one another accountable.
Bill and Bob sought out a third alcoholic to help. This third alcoholic was Bill D.
These three men made up the first AA group … You might think that this AA
program is only for white businessmen like the first three members. But then we
meet the fourth member of AA. He was a reckless and careless young guy,
perhaps more like yourself. And, eventually, women joined the Fellowship
(Rosengren 73).
This is what AA-ers call the language of the heart - one alcoholic talking to another
about alcoholism and an emphasis on community, through the first testimonial narrative
that occurred between Bill and Dr. Bob 17. In 2011, my first sponsor took me to the diner
and enacted this story to me, telling her drunken history (the drunkalogue) as it led to her
sobriety in A.A., and I’ve always started my sponsor-relationship with newcomers and
sponsees qualifying over a cup of coffee at the diner in the same way since.
Bill and Dr. Bob are important to the context of this chapter because their history
as the two white-male patriarchal rhetorical originators have informed this presiding
narrative as the testimonial of one’s journey with alcoholism to another. In A.A., this
testimonial narrative as it takes place in meetings was later culturally termed the

Members of A.A. are referred to by their first names, even the organization’s cofounders.
17
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“qualification.” Rhetors of the qualification narrative must have experience with
(completion of) the 12 Steps (especially completing at least the 5th Step, or have acquired
90 days of continued sobriety), and should be somewhat versed in the knowledge,
history, and language of the program that was designed by Bill and Dr. Bob (an
undisclosed handful of the other early-AAer co-founders, who were predominantly white
men). According to Pass It On, the Big Book would become the text that would be the
ultimate guiding intermediary between the founders and the fellowship.
Bill and Dr. Bob had already begun to think seriously about what kind of book
would best publicize the program. It would be a book about their own personal
experience; it would tell what they had done to keep themselves sober; and it
would help others in the process (Alcoholics Anonymous 189).
As Bill and Dr. Bob were the founders of the literacy narrative of the A.A. story, the Big
Book of Alcoholics Anonymous would be used to teach others how to get sober in the
program, while also learning how to practice telling their qualifications to help others.
“By April 1939, Alcoholics Anonymous was a fellowship with its own text and program”
(Alcoholics Anonymous 204). This cohort of one hundred successfully recovered
alcoholics, historically known as “The Pioneers,” as stated in the Preface (Alcoholics
Anonymous xii), all contributed to the Big Book literary text of the program. When I was
first going through the steps, I remember very innocently falling asleep while reading the
chapters with my sponsor (a combination of early sobriety, withdrawal, and insomnia),
and I remember how she would wake me up and say, “Wake up, you’d be dead without
this history. You need to know it, so you can pass it on. This isn’t about you; this is about
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helping others.” It became clear to me then that reading the Big Book was more than me
simply going through the steps to get sober.
Bill Wilson often said that the A.A. Fellowship itself, “is nothing more than
capitalized grief” (A.A. World Services, Inc. 248). In Pass It On:
Bill’s character was complex and contradictory. Although we always tried to
place him on a pedestal, he strove for genuine humility, declining honors and
stressing the spiritual value of anonymity. The co-founder of A.A., he was never a
member of A.A., because we never allowed him to be (Alcoholics Anonymous)18.
While there are no leaders in Alcoholics Anonymous, Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith
have been beatified in the program. When attending conferences and conventions,
members can see Bill and Bob’s photos with the other few early (white) members lined
up around the room. The organization might not be aware how this further perpetuates a
lamination of white-male privilege, even though there is physical representation of
diverse members (womxn, Latinx, Black, BIPOC, LGBTQ+), who might be speakers,
facilitators, or attendees. Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith are still very much seen as the
spine of the program, though there were many literary contributors and spiritual patrons.
Bill knew his fellow alcoholics well; he knew that no self-respecting drunk, sober
or otherwise, would willingly submit to a body of ‘law’ - much too authoritarian!
… “To say that Bill was the sole author of the Traditions is both true and untrue.
He was certainly not the sole author of the experiences from which they evolved,
but he was the person who interpreted and culled meaning from these

From the book jacket of ‘Pass It On’: The Story of Bill Wilson and How the A.A.
Message Reached the World, A.A. World Services, Inc.
18
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experiences. The meanings, as derived by Bill, subsequently became the
backbone of the Traditions (Alcoholics Anonymous 206).
Bill Wilson repeatedly deliberated that he was not the sole author of the Big Book or the
program, though that’s how the dice rolled in the unwritten history of the program; that
was later very much written. A.A. changed America’s story of the alcoholic, and it was
replaced with the narrative invention of “Bill’s Story.” While the story represented the
truth of Bill’s experience, its redemption rests in the notion as the white man to save
A.A., let alone America.
“IF YOU DON’T HAVE A HIGHER POWER, BORROW MINE”: THE
RELIGIOSITY OF A.A.’S DOCTRINE AND RHETORICAL STRATEGIES
I think of the A.A. organization as a megachurch. In the “What is a Megachurch?”
article, Allen Kim explains, that according to the Hartford Institute for Religion
Research, a megachurch consists of a [Protestant] congregation that has a weekly
attendance of 2,000 or more members that come to worship and participate in their
service. The practice of community literacy and spiritual worship teaches members to
carry the message of faith and knowledge to grow its membership under the dominion of
a Higher Power or ultimate authority, God. Though A.A. was not designed as a religious
organization, its early framework was developed using [some of] the Oxford Group’s 19
social and ideological practices and also personally from their founder, Frank Buchman,
and supportive liaison member, Sam Shoemaker 20. The structure of a megachurch is also

The Oxford Group was a non-denominational Christian society, founded in 1921 by
Frank Buchman.
20 Dr. Sam Shoemaker of the Oxford Group had major influence on the tangibility of the
A.A. fellowship. He passed wisdom and experience on spirituality which led into the
tenets behind A.A.
19
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rooted in the premise of expansion. Frank Buchman didn’t particularly care about being
affiliated with early AA-ers or working with drunks, he was more interested in working
with political leaders “for peace.” But, according to aaagnostica.org, the negative
publicity of Buchman wanting to religiously convert Adolf Hitler 21, while also later
endorsing Hitler’s pro-Nazi regime became a growing concern with A.A.’s involvement
with religious and/or other politicized organizations, and this s vaguely alluded to in
many of A.A.’s historical chronicles.
Although not a declared Christian-based program, every now and then members
will talk about the Bible or drop Jesus’ name during their shares in meetings. Patriarchal
AA-ers have had a stake in a hegemonic Higher Power. This inherent religiosity is
because of the program’s deep-rooted history to other Christian fellowships, and these are
members who have wholly adopted that evangelical fabric as their own spiritual identity
in A.A. Like any good religion, the fellowship relied on the Big Book as its own sacred
text (literally, a big, blue book that is carried around biblically to meetings, sponsors’
houses, events, etc.). Sociologists David R. Rudy and Arthur L. Greil believe that without
a strong unity of purpose, the underpinnings of the A.A. program would crumble, as the
pseudo-religious super-structure relies on this cultural conditioning (in “Is Alcoholics
Anonymous a Religious Organization?: Meditations on Marginality”).
What is interesting about A.A.'s ideology in this regard is the obstinacy with
which the organization and its members cling to ambiguity. What needs to be
explained is why A.A. has developed an ideology in which the religious and its
denial exist in a state of dynamic tension. A.A. is neither religious or not-

21

https://aaagnostica.org/2013/11/03/frank-buchman-and-the-oxford-group/.
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religious: it is quasi-religious. It is the "sort of" quality of A.A.'s religious aspect
which demands exploration and explanation (Rudy and Griel 47).
Although A.A. neither identifies itself as religious or non-religious, Rudy and Griel argue
that these features play into the tension within the organization that leaves little to no
more for dissension. The A.A. organization continues to function repudiating the social
dynamics of the program with viscid obstinacy of respect to the structure’s emergence as
a spiritual movement.
As an “insider” of the organization, I am constantly wrestling with its long-tied
history to its loose, Evangelical-like Christianity traditions. I first came to Alcoholics
Anonymous in 2009, but I was immediately turned off by its God-centered language, and
because of my trauma with not being accepted with coming out, and being shamed for
being gay, I was not a fan. When I came back to A.A. in 2011, I still had the same
struggles with the program’s inherent religiosity. It took me a month to accept this facet
of the program, to surrender and be willing to come to an understanding of a Power
greater than myself. And while I still struggled with the Christian-centric rhetoric, my
then sponsor euphemistically made it possible for me, freely thinking of a Higher Power
of my own understanding, and at one point, very deliberately getting a Jesus sticker and
crossing it out and putting it at the top of the chapter “We Agnostics”22 in my book.

[Figure 4: My copy of the Big Book, showing the Jesus sticker crossed out, at the top of
Chapter 4, “We Agnostics”]
22

“We Agnostics” is Chapter 4 of the Big Book that is read around doing Step 2.
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The act of doing that helped me prematurely reconcile my discomfort with my Catholic
upbringing and religious shame, and the program’s reverent semantics. I have perceived
the adoption of this redemptive process as the stripping down of one’s drunk identity in
order to procure a quasi-evangelical salvation of self within A.A.’s hierarchical structure.
Members who regularly attend A.A. become both socially and emotionally invested in
the program (the system). A.A. attendance not only involves a thorough understanding of
the literature but a living practice of the steps, traditions, and concepts that embodies the
act of “surrender.” “A.A. works well for the people who are most invested in it” (Dodes
and Dodes 56). From the beginning of my membership in the program, I learned about
what it means to stay inside the three sides of the triangle: unity, service, and recovery,
and how to act and live in that understanding, and knowing that I had to be willing to
grow along spiritual lines.
The core of the program comes out of a religious precedent of the belief systems
from the Temperance Movement23, the Washingtonians24, and the Oxford Group.
A.A. was not invented! Its basics were brought to us through the experience and
wisdom of many great friends. We simply borrowed and adapted their ideas (A.A.
World Services, Inc. 67).

The Temperance Movement began in the 1800s as a way to moderate drinking through
taking the teetotal pledge of abstinence; many of the Temperance members still drank
beer (just not rum).
24 In the 1840, the Washingtonian Society believed that any “drunk” was worth saving,
and the attention was on the drinker. For the next century or so, physicians, scientists, and
doctors experimentally developed working knowledge and began to document possible
effective treatments for alcoholism, like shock therapy. In 1842, Abraham Lincoln gave a
speech on this society.
23
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From the Temperance Movement, A.A. established most of its abstinence-based program
and foundation following the Washingtonian members’ way of sharing stories (qualifying
and sharing after 15 years of continued sobriety, signing the abstinence pledge), and from
the Oxford Group, A.A. adapted its spiritual tenets. These large fellowships oriented their
principles on non- or trans-denominational dogma, centered on self-admission,
community identity, in conjunction with other notions or doctrines of salvation,
atonement, as well as the promotion of service and kindness.
The Oxford Group has no membership, no dues, no paid leaders. It has no new
creed nor theological theories. It does not even have regular meetings. It is merely
a fellowship of individuals who seek to follow a certain way of life. A
determination, not a denomination. Identified with … members of all churches
and none (A.A. World Services, Inc. 170).
All of this invoking the religiosity of the early twentieth century Christian white-male.
The spiritual language practices were implemented to move away from pride, fear, anger,
and other emotional or mental underbellies, as outlined by the Oxford Group 25, as
mentioned in A.A.’s Pass It On text, we seek spiritual progress rather than spiritual
perfection.
Dick B. has become a renowned historian in A.A. because he has preserved both
the hegemony and Christianness of the program’s history and future-present. I view him
as a self-nominated authoritative voice of A.A. who has summoned a “Make A.A. Great

In 1936, a Good Housekeeping article on The Oxford Group, “The Oxford Group
Challenges America,” noted that the Oxford Group’s emphasis upon a Christian message
was not totally impartial of A.A.’s message, but it did appeal to people who had personal
problems. “Recovery being life-or-death matter for most alcoholics, it became a question
of adopting that which would work and rejecting that which would not” (171-172).
25
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Again” credo. While this is an opinion, the majority of long-standing members, like Dick
B., might take the same conviction in an attempt to preserve the language of A.A. that has
always been familiar to the members of the organization. In this vein, many members
have encouraged the preservation of the program’s Christian roots. It’s not shocking to be
in a meeting where you will hear members refer to their Higher Powers or God as “He,”
sometimes “Jesus,” and other extraneous Christian terminology, and many meetings still
close with the “Lord’s Prayer.” I’ve learned to take a deep breath in and not allowed
myself to get attached to the use and abuse of Christian semantics in meetings, reminding
myself of when the program was created and who it was created by.
Jesse Beach’s article, “How Accurate is the Dick B Narrative of Early Akron
AA?,” challenges Dick B.’s version of A.A. history. Beach suspects that early A.A.
literature borrowed the Christian redemptive literacy narrative, adapting America’s
radical religiosity at the time of the program’s apparatus,26 as religion was a moral
response to the societal turmoil in America at the time. This notion alone has been a
tremendous site of dissension, as well as Dick B.’s legitimacy-questionable writings as a
(self-proclaimed) “leading scholar on the spiritual roots of Alcoholics Anonymous” 27
(Silworth.net) that support the ideas of A.A.’s Christian roots. And those who are down
with G-O-D, and the rosary, cling to Dick’s historicity. Silkworth.net is an online, public
repository of A.A. history that was founded anonymously on December 12th, 2000, and

Jesse Beach notes how President Eisenhower joined and was baptized in a church after
being elected, further highlighting how the phrase ‘under God’ was added to the pledge
of allegiance as a way to “signify the religious stance of the country.”
27 See Dick B.’s A.A. History page on Silkworth.net: http://silkworth.net/dickb/.
26
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to this day, is considered one of the most wide-reaching public A.A. archival sites with
Dick all over it. Pun intended.
You can’t google ‘AA History’ without finding the prolific writings of Dick B. In
his 1992, Anne Smith’s Journal, Dick argues that Alcoholics Anonymous,
‘emanates from the Bible and Christian roots.’ There are 46 Dick B books and a
thousand essays. Is he AA’s historian? … My impression of early Ohio A.A. was
likely colored by Dick-isms, directly or indirectly; they continue to come up in
online debates (Beach).
If you’re someone like me, you would take Beach’s “Dick-isms” as not only a play on
words, but a blatant jab at the white-male hegemony that continues to reinscribe A.A.
history, or weaponize it. Just to be clear, Silkworth.net has not been approved or endorsed
by Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., which raises the question of who
regulates the site or publishes submissions, pages, and archives “artifacts.”
Dick B.’s interest in A.A. biblical roots reportedly began at A.A.’s International
Convention in Seattle, Washington in 1990.
Dick B. is an active, recovered member of Alcoholics Anonymous; a retired
attorney; and a Bible student. He has sponsored more than one hundred men in
their recovery from alcoholism. Consistent with A.A.'s traditions of anonymity,
he uses the pseudonym ‘Dick B.’ … The author became interested in Bible study
in his childhood Sunday School and was much inspired by his mother's almost
daily study of Scripture. He joined, and later became president of, a Community
Church affiliated with the United Church of Christ. By 1972, he was studying the
origins of the Bible and began traveling abroad in pursuit of that subject. In 1979,
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he became much involved in Biblical research, teaching, and fellowship ministry
… In 1986, he was felled by alcoholism, gave up his law practice, and began
recovery as a member of the Fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous. In 1990, his
interest in A.A.'s Biblical/Christian roots was sparked by his attendance at A.A.'s
International Convention in Seattle. Since then, he has traveled widely; researched
at archives, and at public and seminary libraries; interviewed scholars, historians,
clergy, A.A. “old-timers” and survivors; and participated in conferences,
programs, panels, and seminars on early A.A.'s spiritual history. He is regarded as
one of the top historians writing about Alcoholics Anonymous … The following
are all of Dick's books for viewing, after which I encourage you to read all of
Dick's many articles that he has written (Silkworth.net).
Dick B. is an “unofficial” historian of A.A., but it’s clear that he hides religious agenda
behind the redemptiveness of the program’s hegemonic structure. He, himself, has
become a religious figure of A.A., as he wants to preserve the Christian roots and footing.
Dick is not only a good student of A.A., but he is also a Bible student, a scholar, and a
retired attorney. He is the vision of the real alcoholic getting sober in A.A., in Bill
Wilson’s shadow. On Silkworth.net, Dick has his pages, such as “About the Author,” and
a “Dick B. Library” of 1,750 of his published articles and 46 titles/books and claims to
use “Dick B.” as a pseudonym for anonymity purposes.
Beach mentions that Amazon user, Spencer Woods, reproachfully critiqued one of
Dick B.’s published works in 2007, Dr. Bob’s Library: Books for Twelve Step Growth.
Writing under the guise of ‘AA History’ this writer is promoting an agenda - the
Evangelical Christianization of AA - that flies in the face of [AA] World Service
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approved histories, and the Big Book itself! His position is that real AA recovery
requires conversion to Christianity (and not just that, but a conversion to his
particular version of Christianity). This kind of exclusivist revisionism is not only
anti-real AA, it kills alcoholics.28
To date, Woods is the only one who reviewed Dick B.’s book on the site, automatically
becoming a top review. What Woods might be referring to is the same notion Beach
explores as the Christian redemption narrative structure that was embedded not only in
early A.A. qualifications, Dick’s agenda, but like Dick, the AA-ers in Akron specifically
considered themselves to be a “Christian Fellowship.” Long ties to A.A.’s roots and
beginnings in Akron, Ohio with Dr. Bob has continued to filter into this evangelical
problem. Beach considers that A.A. archival culture is still very much influenced by the
early A.A. religious (and biblical) energy that hailed from the Akron Ohio group, which
was “overwhelmingly Christian by custom and culture. … How much of the Dick B
narrative is history and how much is what that Amazon reviewer might label, ‘revisionist
history’?” The institution claims that it does not belong to one particular sect or
denomination, but many of its members and followers shove it in the faces of nonChristian AA-ers.
Early A.A. literacy began with biblical storytelling design, and Beach calls on Jay
Stinnett, A.A. historian and co-founder of the annual A.A. History Lover’s Symposium,
to further clarify Dick’s purpose and agenda in A.A. historicizing. As a less than
anonymous A.A. historian, Stinnett has been credited with helping contribute to the Bill

Spencer Woods. “Beware This Writer.” Amazon Review, Dr. Bob’s Library: Books for
Twelve Step Growth by Dick B., 19 July 2007.
28
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W. documentary. Stinnett was an “A.A someone” who spent a great deal of time
researching and wading through the A.A. General Services and Stepping Stones 29
archives.
A living amends I owe to the fellowship of AA is that I left Dick to work on the
Akron/Dr. Bob history. Only later I came to understand that Dick had an agenda.
Yes, he wrote a lot, but he was notoriously self-referential; he seemed to write the
same book over-and-over again … Yes, Bob read The Bible, as did other early
AAs.
In this quote, Stinnett verifies how you could find A.A. meetings reading from the bible
especially in Akron, Ohio. This isn’t far off from members in meetings across the country
talking about God or their Higher Power as “Jesus” or “Father.” I remember around my
first year of sobriety, I spoke at a Spiritual Breakfast 30 as the newcomer speaker in a
room full of 400 community peers, and I very much qualified using Christian-base
rhetoric, calling my Higher Power by the he/him pronouns and “Father,” wearing a
modest dress, playing the good girl, what a sober woman of A.A. looks and sounds like.
The redemption story combined with public testimony echoes the scriptiveness of A.A.’s
narrative device. Within a year’s length of time, I came to know the hegemony of A.A.,
though I was not aware of it, and could not language it. I share this, because even when I
visited Stepping Stones years later, I could see how archivists have not only preserved the
original settings, spaces, and documents of early AA-ers at Bill and Lois Wilson’s

Stepping Stones is the historic home of Bill and Lois Wilson, in Bedford Hills, New
York. https://www.steppingstones.org/.
30 An A.A. Spiritual Breakfast is a morning of spirituality, service, recovery, fellowship
and unity!
29
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Bedford Hills house, but how some may have had their own agendas in preserving the
hegemony and Christianness of A.A., just as Dick. B. does.
In A.A. Comes of Age, we come to learn that at the 1955 A.A. International
Convention in St. Louis, Bill Wilson spoke about Alcoholics Anonymous, its legacy, and
how it had “come of age.” “It is traditional in Alcoholics Anonymous that we do not
make speeches; we just talk about our own experiences and about the experiences of
those around us (A.A. World Services, Inc. 52). While this is (generally) true, part of
what occurs during the experience of telling one’s experience is taking on the redemptive
nature of A.A.’s history and early religious nature. Besides the “Lord’s Prayer” maybe
3rd and 11th Steps meetings still begin with the “St. Francis Prayer.” Meeting formats are
based on A.A. culture and literature, but how they are run is based on the ways those
meetings mirror is homegroup members. This religious but not religious issue is still a
complex debate that continues as “A.A evolves,” as members continue to wrestle over the
traces of Christian history that were embraced by its legends while laying down the
fundamentals of the program. Being literate in this history while qualifying the message,
is the very experience and wisdom that A.A.’s co-founder Bill Wilson alludes to as the
program’s virtue. Yet, this name of the game is what many still voice sincere skepticism
toward, though the cornerstone of the program is illustrating its message and history
through the qualification narrative. Sometimes, I’ve sat at meetings, listening to speakers
and members qualify the same story over and over again, with no innovation or mention
of current experiences in the vein of this.
The second time I spoke (and shared my qualification narrative), it was not too
long after I celebrated 90 days, was at an ATC (Alcohol Treatment Center) on Staten
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Island. A friend in the program held the commitment for the homegroup he belonged to
and asked me to speak; he had a significant amount of sober time. I wrote out my
qualification on index cards and brought them into a meeting, though he suggested
otherwise and said I should speak from “the language of the heart.” But because, I was
already so impressed by the Christian-based male-dominated language practices from the
Big Book and even that occurred in local Staten Island meetings (references to God as
“He,” Jesus dropping and such), I decided to recite a Bible quote that I had written on my
index cards - that metaphorically related to alcoholism, wine, serpents; I probably should
have known that it was not going to end well. Lo and behold, that group lost that
commitment, and we were asked never to come back; the patients were not happy about
“A.A. dropping Bible quotes. That’s not A.A.!” One would think I would do this given
my particular sensitivity to the religiosity of the program, even when I was a newcomer
(and still to this day), the religiosity I so quickly absorbed at 90 days of sobriety.
While this mishap has become a long-running joke between my friend and I over
the years, and even with my first sponsor who I tease by saying she poorly guided me,
this whole instance was just another case of hindsight bias. The way I told my story then,
trying to “sell the program” and take on and perform showing I had knowledge of a
spiritual awakening, was just taking on the Judeo-Christian-based rhetoric I didn’t
necessarily identify with or feel safe by as a healing, out-Lesbian. I was basically
regurgitating quotes and other similar redemptive literacies, language practices, and
genres. Instinctually, it didn’t feel right, and I knew it was wrong and I shouldn’t have,
something in my body was telling me the outcome was not going to be good. As someone
who continues to actively attend meetings, I attribute a level of my own responsibility to
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not perpetuate this constraining historical context by utilizing religious or evangelical
rhetoric; these exclusionary language practices or ideologies can be harmful and could
turn people away from A.A. recovery. I learned not to talk about Jesus or Christianity or
the Bible specifically, or singular dogmas of God, whether at rehabs, in ATCs, or in A.A.
meetings. I’d like to tell you that no one else does either. Even though this language use
and rhetor still has a place in A.A.’s testimonial history and occurs at individual meetings
or sites of the program (especially in suburban A.A.), this is a good way to turn
newcomers away. But from the moment newcomers enter the rooms, we learn about the
religion A.A. is built on. My body tenses every time this narrative disruption occurs in
meetings, because that rhetoric does not belong there. That’s why I’ve been particularly
fascinated with how and where recovered alcoholics and addicts have told their recovery
story outside the boundaries of A.A. meeting spaces.
“HAVE YOU READ THE 1-164?”: MAKING THE BIG BOOK
The literacy practice of Alcoholics Anonymous requires members to live in the
dogmatic way of experiencing the structure and program of recovery by staying within
the triangle of unity, service, and recovery. Coming to know oneself in A.A. recovery, is
to make sure you are knowledgeable of the literature and actively working on yourself
through the daily application of the 12 Steps, being sponsored and sponsoring others,
staying connected to peers in the fellowship, and showing up for service commitments.
Before learning that the 1-164 is the program of A.A. recovery, traditional sponsors
usually draw the triangle and circle of A.A. on the title page of the book, using the rim of
an upside cup to trace the circle before drawing the triangle inside, as the starting point of
coming to know oneself in A.A., as a point of reference for one’s commitment to their
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recovery. The strength of recovery consciousness comes from how the structure
continues to inform individuals and society that recovering alcoholics gain their own
agency even within its historical and social context, as the cultural story has been bound
to a dominant discourse that has defined it for 85 years, and the way it has been done
since 1935. At the heart of Alcoholics Anonymous is Twelfth Step work, which informs
how alcoholics carry the message as members of the program. Members of the A.A.
community understand that this signifies the level or the degree of members’
understanding of “the program.” Members understand that this encompasses a full
understanding of the program, the way that it was outlined in the original 1-164. The
whole anatomy of the structure depends on the various thousands of A.A. groups in the
world; each sect of A.A. has archived ideas of power, identity, and access as it relates to
the dominant narrative, but also to the practices of the group in its own autonomy. Over
the course work allowing yourself to be sponsored and sponsoring others, you come to
remember and memorize much of the Big Book, though you can quote the Big Book all
you want, you still need to live it.
The Big Book’s 1-164 essentially tells Bill’s story, and through his experience,
and Bob’s, they developed the program’s principles that would be sanctioned by the
community’s orality and literacy ritualization. The guiding principles of the 1-164 have
also helped alcoholics address unmanageability, powerlessness, “isms,” compulsions,
honesty, and other related spiritual dilemmas while sobering up or “cleaning house.”
These same guiding principles have helped sprout other 12-Step organizations designed
for recovery from other distinct conditions, but each reiterates the notion of needing
recovery from a certain affliction. (See NA, PA, OA, SA, GA, UEA, DA, et. al.). In
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comparison to other 12-Step programs, Alcoholics Anonymous is still the largest
attended, with Narcotics Anonymous and Al-Anon as its followers31. I’ve attended NA
meetings in support of friend’s sober anniversaries, and with some nuances, it mirrors
A.A., I easily felt right at home. The 12-Step methodology of recovery has proven to be
effective in treating addictions since the 1930s, with similar guiding principles translating
over to each dominion across addictions.
The original text of Alcoholics Anonymous, the Big Book, now encompasses four
published editions, and its printed manuscript has recorded annotations from its first
cohort of members (the fourth edition was the program’s 75th anniversary collection)
distributed in the English language primarily. Since its origination, it has also been
translated into 67 languages (although 71 languages make up the membership), including
ASL and Braille, making it more accessible to all members (though without adjusting or
interpreting its antiquated language).
It would be a book about their own personal experience; it would tell what they
had done to keep themselves sober; and it would help others in the process (A.A.
World Services, Inc. 189).
Present-day alcoholics in A.A. still revere the original writings of Bill Wilson and Dr.
Bob Smith, though the language of the literary collective signifies a tradition of maledominated, monotheistic rhetoric. The Big Book is not only a historical artifact of the
spiritual movement, but it still functions as a guide for living. Sponsors and sponsees still
actively read The Big Book aloud together, while practicing the 12 Steps “as they are

For more information on A.A.’s influence over other 12-Step programs, see Laudet,
Alexandre, PhD. “The Impact of Alcoholics Anonymous on other substance abuse related
Twelve Step programs.” Recent Dev Alcohol. 2008; 18: 71-89.
31
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outlined” through written, spiritual, and oral activities. This very literacy act of one
alcoholic teaching another alcoholic how to read, write, and share in the context of A.A.
is how the program determines members’ access, voice, and identity as substantial sober
members. When I first came in, I was reminded of the 12-Step literacy I was then
witnessing from the pop culture references to recovery and A.A. made through the films
When a Man Loves a Woman and 28 Days (even today, you can still see references made
to A.A.’s culture through tv shows and movies like Grey’s Anatomy, Mom, Beautiful Boy,
A Million Little Pieces, etc.). Generally, I already had working knowledge about many of
the components of A.A. recovery, and that people in A.A. go through the 12 Steps, and
they talk about “God.” The 12 Steps function as mechanisms of discourse, pushing
alcoholics to dialogue with another through self-examination.
In over 400 pages, the Big Book provides yet another overview of how A.A. has
reinscribed a particular version or form of recovery through the scriptive narrative
paradigm of the A.A. qualification, with Bill as the managerial editor of the entire literary
text. Out of the 400 pages, the emphasis of the program is placed on the 1-164 as it
outlines the entire program and the steps. Without change to the original text since 1935,
as a way to preserve its creed, members have since generalized applicability and
interpreted the language in order to still utilize the 12 Steps. But over the years, AA-ers
have had discussions about the differences of opinions about the daily experiences of
membership in A.A. “No one can speak for all of A.A., and no one has to agree with any
sentiments or ideas expressed by any other A.A. member. Diversity of opinion is
welcomed and valued in A.A.” (Alcoholics Anonymous 78). While this statement is true,
and every person has a seat in A.A., the group conscience, the majority voice of A.A.,
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rules out the egocentricity and power-driven motives (and hypocrisy) of its members,
those lacking humility. This is problematic especially if the group conscience heavily
relies on the heteropatriarchalness and hegemonic structure of A.A. This very quality of
normative governing is known through community discourse and how it is disseminated
and deliberate through sponsorship lineages. Many sponsors won’t work with newcomers
unless they read the 1-164 before working with them, to prove their willingness. If my
first sponsor had done that, I’d probably be dead, because even still to this day, I struggle
with the language of the text.
Bill had a knack for jargon and plutocratic verbiage. One member “in good
standing of A.A.,” “Lyle P” developed a book that has 2,000 words from the Big Book
with definitions and their page locations. 32 The dictionary was a response to a call from
members who needed areas of the text to be simplified and itemized. I wasn’t aware of
this A.A. dictionary, but my sponsor then told me if I didn’t know a word, to look it up in
the dictionary or thesaurus and write the definition or synonym in the margins of the Big
Book. There is a certain level of joy in paying forward the burden of sponsors requesting
that sponsees utilize a standard dictionary while going through the Big Book, as they once
had to do it themselves. Still to this day, I explain the words I looked up as I sponsor and
encourage them to use a standard dictionary with Parkins’ The Little Big Book
Dictionary. The program is simple, but the original language of it is not. And at times, the
language can be distracting from the efficacy of the steps. But ultimately, in theory,

The Little Big Book Dictionary by Lyle Parkins, edited 2009, released first to the A.A.
community in 1998.
32
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Alcoholics Anonymous would not exist without The Big Book, as it has been A.A.’s
relatively unchanged central literacy text since its original publication in 1939.
The book was designed to guide alcoholics seeking solution from alcoholism
through the 12 Steps, and it has been utilized to not only teach alcoholics about the
program’s communal history, but it also, as it was structured, to highlight the origins of
the A.A. program, its traditions and principles. According to the 12 & 12 text, the A.A.
program is “the firm bedrock upon which happy and purposeful lives may be built”
(Alcoholics Anonymous 21). To Bill and Dr. Bob, it was important that the language and
praxis of the developed program be put into print. It also includes select narratives from
the first acknowledged group of recovered alcoholics after the original 1-164. According
to Pass It On, “The personal stories were dramatic and persuasive. Significantly, almost
everything the book had to say about alcoholics’ problems and their recovery is still
applicable today” (Alcoholics Anonymous 206). For me personally, I have always
favored the accounts in the back of the Big Book because you get a more diversified
account of the qualification narrative.
The book became the Holy Writ of A.A. marketing strategies, but the idea of
creating the Big Book as a 12-Step companion was met with contention by some of its
members, especially Dr. Bob, as presented in Dr. Bob and the Good Old-Timers.
One problem was that some members wanted no part of the book. They felt it was
a commercial venture - which it was, in part. It was meant primarily to publicize
the movement, but also to provide income for Bill and Doc and funds for the
establishment of an office through which alcoholics in distant places could be
reached and helped to recover (Alcoholics Anonymous 153).

69

The Big Book was in fact a commercial venture, but in 1935, print, radio, and press were
the only forms of media that would get the word out about the program. There’s historical
writing and many artifacts that detail Bill Wilson’s attempt at one point to even get John
D. Rockefeller on board as a benefactor (who recommended that this society be selfsupporting, any outside money would taint the spirit of it, according to A.A.’s pamphlet,
“Self-Support: Where Money and Spirituality Mix”) 33. The Big Book best publicized the
program from those early days even though many of A.A.’s early members chose not to
participate in the publication of this book, as they felt it was solely a profitable endeavor.
“It was meant primarily to publicize the movement, but to also provide income for Bill
and Doc and funds for the establishment of an office through which alcoholics in distant
places could be reached and helped to recover (A.A. World Services, Inc. 153). As
technology and media developed in the world, during the latter years of A.A.’s legacy,
the Big Book was no longer the only bridge of community between its members globally,
as Alcoholics Anonymous World Services has since developed its own YouTube
channel34, Grapevine storytelling project and digital archive, and more. For a future
rhetorical analysis, I would be interested to see how much the redemption narrative
moves across the digital platforms, even as A.A. has begun to consider developing its
own podcast in addition to the YouTube channel. I imagine that the narratives on A.A.’s
future podcast would mirror the same testimonial practices as the YouTube channel,
which is essentially reflects the narrative telling that occurs in meetings.

A.A.’s “Self Support: Where Money and Spirituality Mix” pamphlet,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/f-3_selfsupport.pdf.
34 For Alcoholics Anonymous World Services YouTube Channel, see
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC2nfvf9DeDA7QYvLeq4pQ-w.
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“THANK YOU FOR YOUR SHARE”: TELLING THE STORY OF TELLING THE
A.A. QUALIFICATION NARRATIVE THROUGH THE 12 STEPS

[Figure 5 “Bill Wilson, Always a Seeker,” AA Agnostica, “Recovery Capital,” 2016]
A.A. literacy work builds the foundation for alcoholics to locate their voices in
the context of others. Language becomes the primary tool with which alcoholics use to
speak to and through each other so that information and knowledge converges in order to
integrate the values of the 12-Step recovery system. Language and identity intersect
through the discourse practices of “qualifying”; these literacy practices initially seem
liberatory as they help “reconstitute and resituate” ways of being for recovering
alcoholics, whose lives before were seemingly hopeless. This act of resituating language
embodies a shared history of knowledge that challenges the way alcoholism was
perceived before 1935. Since then, alcoholics have given “body” to the program’s
preserved discourse every time they share their story and carry the message of Alcoholics
Anonymous, hoping to shape and inform new members as Bill Wilson is doing so, as
pictured above. A member’s experience through the 12 Steps formulates their literacy
narrative which becomes the material for the sharing or qualification narrative telling
they, I, do at meetings.
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The underlying knowledge structure of the program makes meaning possible for
members, as the center of one’s recovery depends on the practice and application of the
program’s language and literacy work. But success in the program is reliant on passing it
on (the knowledge and experience) to others, to newcomers.
As a program, A.A. teachers that the physical, mental, and spiritual components
of each alcoholic’s individual life are mutually connected. To injure one is to
harm the others, and to treat one healthfully is to promote the well-being of all
three and so of the whole organism … Thus the mutuality among alcoholics
within the A.A. fellowship reinforces the threefold recovery of each alcoholic, the
ongoing recovery of each alcoholic in turn promotes healthy mutuality within the
fellowship (Kurtz 204).
Typically, as a newcomer entering the rooms, in order to be good-AA and to be a
member without ‘terminal uniqueness’, one learns very quickly how to become a player,
to become a spoke in the system. “You keep it by only giving it away.”35 The collective
voice of A.A. is endangered when members deviate from the egalitarian ideologies that
the program was purportedly built upon. 36 Although the members, or the group
conscience, is supposedly the only real place of power in A.A. (the “upside triangle” of
power and leadership in A.A.), [“Our leaders are but trusted servants; they do not
govern”]37, the community continues to return to its founders as the faces and voices of

Interviews of Warren C. and Dick B. re “sponsorship,” on September 7th and
September 8th of 1977.
36 Review the Three Legacies of Alcoholics Anonymous for more information (Recovery,
Unity, and Service); “A.A.’s Legacy of Service” pamphlet by Bill W.,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-44_AAWSlegacy.pdf.
37 Concept 1, “The Twelve Concepts for World Service” pamphlet,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/smf-114_en.pdf.
35
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A.A. The organization is a super-structure, one that is very much institutionalized by
community customs and ideologies, language practices, deliberative rules of order 38
(though there are no rules in A.A). I came to know the rules rather quickly, and
sometimes by breaking them or making mistakes, scraping my knees.
In the context of 12-Step recovery storytelling through the narrative paradigm of
“the qualification,” alcoholics practice telling their stories in front of fellow members at
A.A. meetings. “The Oxford Group-derived term at first shunned by Alcoholics
Anonymous was reinstated at the very heart of the continuity of the A.A. program”
(Kurtz 89). The art of qualifying urges alcoholics to adopt not only a new sober identity,
but the voice of the A.A. message. But, as the primary narrative act in Alcoholics
Anonymous, the qualification weighs on how alcoholics share their personal recovery
journeys as it fits within the prescribed frame of the “what it was like, what you did, what
it is like now” paradigm. In the 12 Steps, spiritual literacy and language about alcoholism
inform alcoholics of the ways to speak, listen, and act as being situations in AA, while
helping each other practice the program in their daily lives. The sober practice of the 12
Steps, transforms the alcoholic self through literacy practices with the help of a sponsor,
as mentioned earlier. Through committed weekly meetings, I showed up to my sponsor’s
house with the Big Book in hand, a pen, a highlighter, a dictionary, and a legal pad, ready
to read aloud, practice, and write in response to and in understanding of the 12 Steps as

Alcoholics Anonymous encourages exercise of Robert’s Rules of Order within the
organization, to make decisions, to majority vote, to conduct business meetings, run and
organize service conventions, etc. A.A. This deliberative procedure has become the
essence of A.A. order, but in a more simplified version. While Robert Rules of Order is
not necessarily General Service Conference-approved A.A. literature, this reflects
common practice.
38
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they are outlined in the book. Since the program’s origin, alcoholics have also created a
range of external languaging spaces and sites of recovery literacy and rhetorical
strategies. For instance, alcoholics have “discovered the joy of helping others” in
meetings, diners, coffee shops, prayer houses, church parking lots, or any other places
that have provided a sense of comfort for alcoholics to communicate.
That connection between two alcoholics, of my sponsor sitting down with me,
taking the time to show me how to read, write, and share in the history and cultural
context of A.A., was the writing of my literacy narrative in A.A. (Brandt). Qualifying is
the performative act of the alcoholic’s identity, to not only “talk the talk” but “walk the
walk” that begins with one’s recovery literacy narrative composed through the 12 Steps.
The way I was taken through the steps was by the practice of how my first sponsor was
taken through by our sponsor lineage. In Step 1, I understood that paradox – I wasn’t
totally unable to be rid of the alcoholic obsession until I admitted verbally with a sponsor
that I was absolutely defeated and powerless. Then, I needed to show how by being
instructed to take the first two chapters of the Big Book and turn declarative statements
into the interrogative and answer them in self-assessment of my relationship with alcohol
(and unmanageability). In Step 2, I practiced sincere self-reflexivity and contemplation
over my life being unmanageable and that I didn’t have all the answers. But, because I
could not restore myself to sanity while drinking, I had to come to believe, to begin
considering a spiritual way of living. Afterward, I developed a conception of a Higher
Power, a “God of my own understanding,” and I wrote a letter to that said Higher Power
(which has a very different definition today). Consequently, when I did my 3rd Step, my
sponsor took me somewhere to make it special and help me embody this act of turning
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my will over to a Higher Power of my understanding. She took me to Midland Beach, and
I remember she walked me out onto the jetty, with our Big Books, and told me to kneel. I
was fluttering with embarrassment, she asked, “Well, how free do you want to be?” So, I
knelt down, on my knees, on the freezing jetty in November, facing my sponsor, holding
her hands, in broad daylight, and in plain sight of the public, and prayed aloud with her
the “Third Step Prayer.” That prayer affirms the acknowledgment of surrender. In Step 4,
I wrote a lengthy fearless and searching moral inventory of fears, resentments, and sex
relations, I explored and reflected upon conversations, interactions, and relationships
throughout my life, as well as the things in myself which had brought me to spiritual and
moral bankruptcy. With the legal pad, I was instructed to organize these areas of my
alcoholism into specific columns as portrayed on pages 64-70 of the Big Book, where I
reviewed all the people, institutions, and principles which targeted “trouble” emotional
areas of my life. In Step 5, I shared my 4th step, by reading it aloud to my sponsor faceto-face, admitting to God, myself, and another human the exact nature of my wrongs. I
remember she had the entire room lined up with candles and snacks. We sat on her bed
reviewing my 4th Step and talking for more than 6 hours, before making a midnight
meeting. I went through every single conflict. In order for me to feel comfortable and
safe, she shared some of her deepest secrets and stories with me. I shared things I kept to
myself my entire life.
They call Steps 4 and 5 the fact-finding steps. For me, this was a really powerful
meaning-making moment. We connected, ate a lot of food, cried a lot, through
community and friendship. In Steps 6 and 7, in a very literal way, I made a list and
readily assessed all of my character flaws in order to move forward, while she made a list
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of all my defects while listening to me read aloud my 4th Step; it was a long list. AA-ers
call this process “taking stock,” and it is often compared to running an inventory at a
grocery store or a business (assets vs. liabilities), and we come to say, I learned that the
things I believed were my assets, were actually my biggest liabilities. In Step 8, I
continued my “house-cleaning,” I made a list of all the persons I had harmed over my
life in order to begin making amends to them and making peace with my alcoholism (and
forgiving myself). My sponsor advised me to write each person’s or institution’s name on
an index card, while organizing them into three piles: “willing,” “maybe,” “not willing.”
Over time, I became willing to set things right, to clean up my side of the street. In Step
9, after phone calls or written letters to make contact or the approach, I carried out those
amends face-to-face, sometimes experiencing the most amazing literacy moments and
exchanges, while at other times, I was left at diners or was asked to never contact that
person ever again; it’s a step that solidifies humility. In Steps 10 and 11, I continued to
take personal inventory, I wrote nightly reviews, and discussed the quotidian acts with
my sponsor or other AA friends in order to live with some peace of mind. This
journaling-like activity helped me practice awareness and seek guidance through
meditation.
Finally, Step 12 helps see the alcoholic back into the world. Step 12 translates the
message of recovery into action. I “carried the message” by qualifying at meetings,
helping newcomers by talking to them or taking them through the steps, by sharing and
retelling my oral literacy recovery narrative. By taking sponsees through the 12 Steps,
alcoholics have another way to practice the retelling of their story through the reading
and literacy work of the program, which also places us in a position of trust. I’ll never
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forget the first 5th Step I heard, where I was able to create a space of safety and trust by
comfortably sharing my stories and secrets in order to mobilize my then sponsee to tell
her story. I share my experience with going through the 12 Steps because I wanted to
highlight how the process helped create the foundation of my literacy narrative in A.A.
From my experience with the program and the Big Book, I still interpret the language and
literature today in order to maintain membership and help others achieve sobriety. Over
the course of my sobriety, I have worked with sponsees and newcomers through the same
methodology, helping them develop their recovery literacy narrative, while having
discussions over the antiquated language and historical context, so they can pass on the
message to others, in the way I learned how to do. This experience of learning how to be
in A.A. also includes how to behave in meetings, homegroup business meetings, service
functions, and valuing the group conscience as it was done since 1935, learning how to
walk-the-walk of “A.A. talk.”
“A.A. talk,” often disseminated by word of mouth in the rooms, follows the
momentum of reading literary texts and practicing literacy as recovery in the program,
specifically members’ orality, as they pertain to the A.A. publications and verbal tomes
(the Big Book, the 12and12, A.A. slogans, the Grapevine, etc.). As a community,
members know that A.A. talk derives from its literary tradition, and is practiced by a
garland of disciplined (pocketed) orators at (step) meetings, conventions (“round-ups”),
conferences, etc. AA-ers have wholly accepted the way the text requires modern
interpretation, putting phrases like “Keep an open mind” or “Use your common sense,”
as the customs and ordinance of the program can invoke staunch emphasis on the
metaphorical as opposed to the literal. As someone who has edited and revised my
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qualification since I first qualified around 90 days sober (at a midnight candlelight
meeting, that was very much more of a drunkalogue than a qualification), I’ve learned
what terms, phrases, slogans, and ideologies to pull from the accepted A.A. narrative
toolbox. In other words, members learn how to recycle and shuffle notions and common
experiences that usually focus on the advice supplied by Chapter 5, “How It Works,” of
the A.A. Big Book. “Our stories disclose in a general way what we used to be like, what
happened, and what we are like now. If you have decided you want what we have and are
willing to go to any length to get it - then you are ready to take certain steps” (Alcoholics
Anonymous 58).39 As previously stated, I’ve learned how to draw on my own
autobiographical experiences with the A.A. recovery process, while adding personal
experiences between the “rock bottom” moment, which is the required plotline for this
narrative, and following the turning point usually leads to a surrender of powerlessness
and need for a connection with a Higher Power, what I did to “clean house,” and how I
maintain sobriety while continuing to enlarge my spiritual life today. It is not
recommended for members to write out their qualifications or script them, so as not to
encourage “the inflation of ego” of alcoholics. Through performing the oral narrative
without preparation, other than the daily experience of and with the program, each
qualification can be different, some new details are added, some details are left out, as the
qualification should never be rehearsed because of the language of the heart. The goal is
to share your qualification to carry the message of A.A., members will be asked to do that
by speaking at meetings based on how visibly they embody the experience of the spiritual

Bill Wilson wrote this in his studio, called “Wits End,” which I’ve visited at Stepping
Stones, and even sat in his chair.
39
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awakening and being recovered. Members who are asked to speak have the light in their
eyes, who have grown along spiritual lines, attend meetings, work with newcomers, do
service, sponsor, and more. The skillfulness of qualifying at meetings integrates
performativity, literateness, and making sense of one’s experience in A.A. all at the same
time. A.A. continues to survive as a global movement because of how its members
continue to respect this materiality. I remember feeling a sense of pride when A.A. talk
started to feel like second nature to me, and I felt very comfortable using it; I thought I
had arrived.
In general, members know that the qualification should only be focused on the
components of the 12-Step program via conference-approved literature, but it emphasizes
the relevancy of one’s “story” in conjunction with deep knowledge and understanding of
the traditional rhetoric of narrative telling in A.A. (and what that story actually consists
of). Ordinary members are constantly negotiating telling the truth without pontificating or
acting like circuit speakers, sometimes being nervously self-aware of their qualifications,
stressing out or overthinking - making sure they say it all in 10-15 minutes (whereas
circuit speakers are usually allotted 30 minutes to a full hour). Sometimes you hear
members saying, “I forgot to say this,” or “I forgot to talk about,” after they qualify, still
to this day my qualifications are usually followed at least an hour’s worth of self-imposed
criticism and condemnation, though I’ve been told “that’s just your people-pleasing
defect kicking up.” All members are immediately made aware of how qualifications
should sound and how audience “shares” should go or how they should respond to
speakers. Members absorb this through meeting literacy osmosis. The hegemonic
language and literacy practices have fashioned this kind of narrative ritual, with

79

patriarchal “AA-er” conventions and belief systems as the central role of the literary and
oral history of narrative development in Alcoholics Anonymous, as it continues to
materialize within private and public spheres.
The qualification serves as an extension of proof of knowledge for how alcoholics
continually learn how to compose in the vein of the larger context of A.A.’s membership
requirements. The qualification is not only multi-faceted but survives beyond meetings
on a required co-authorship - a systemic hierarchy of checks and balances which is not
only dichotomous but can be at times ingenuine. For instance, within the culture of A.A.,
sound qualifications or “great qualifications” are almost always told by avid members
who could loosely be termed as “bookers,” but more widely known as “Big Book
thumpers.” Big Book thumpers are members who have read all the literature, who
promote the steps, have a sponsor, work with sponsees, and basically preach at meetings
with a book in hand. These members also have a tendency to gatekeep - towards the
members who tacitly support the Big Book and the steps, and especially towards members
who don’t “actually work the program,” known as “Meetings Makers Make It” (whose
knowledge and experience of the program is through communal service, attending
meetings, not the literature per say or the steps), or more offensively “Meetings Haters
Make It.” It’s hard not to notice members who scoff at speakers or qualifiers when they
dare to mention drugs (or sometimes under the guise of “non-conference-approved
substances”), or those that talk about therapy (which can also fall under the guise of
“outside help”), or women who might share about trauma or sexual abuse - “Everyone
knows that’s not what we talk about in A.A., that’s not our primary purpose. We only talk
about alcohol here.” Versions of the qualification narrative that don’t fit within or follow
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the context of that story paradigm are ruled out as “newcomer shares,” “drunkalogues,”
or worse, “meetings-makers make it” shares (members in A.A. who don’t do the 12
Steps, or the program in the 1-164 and focus on making meetings and the fellowship).
Practicing qualifications in meetings represents understanding of the A.A. doctrine and
praxis of the program. Qualifiers are not only down-to-the-bone honest and entertaining.
But attending meetings for the sole purpose to hear someone qualify on their history with
drinking and working the 12 Steps is the social nucleus of the A.A. program. Therefore,
narrative telling in Alcoholics Anonymous is not only performance-rhetoric but each
qualification act (and by whom it’s told) functions as a literacy event that is primarily
intended to substantiate the structure (and the accepted norms of the hegemonic A.A.
narrative), and at times subvert it (this depends on members who lack seasoning of the
structure’s history/knowledge).
“KEEP IT SIMPLE, STUPID”: WEAPONIZING SLOGANS AND MEETING
PRACTICES
At meetings, or “in the rooms,” alcoholics can review some of the literature of the
program by glancing at the three-legacies shades representing the 12 Steps, the12
Traditions, and the 12 World Concepts, hanging on the walls usually at the front of the
room, and a literature table with a rack of pamphlets in the back of the meeting. The
room is also surrounded by specific signs, symbols, and slogans that make the space A.A.
appropriate with its most important literature readily available. Sometimes, there are also
photographs of the founders blown up, a placard of the Serenity Prayer, and other A.A.
conference-approved mantras to help signify A.A.’s ideologies and attitudes to
newcomers and members. Because A.A. depends on literary and language practices,
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classic slogans prove to be effective forms of cathartic tools for coping with abstinence
from alcohol that also cohesively connect alcoholics together in its close-knit fellowship.
Slogans like “This too shall pass,” “One day at a time,” “Easy does it,” “Live and let
live,” “Think think think” (a sign that’s usually upside down), and other code phrases like
“Keep coming back,” “It works if you work it, so work it you’re worth it,” “Friends of
Bill,” “Group of Drunks,” or “Stay,” are just some examples of language devices that act
as a bridge to help alcoholics connect with each other while working through adversity,
but more importantly to help alcoholics feel a part of, to gain deeper membership in the
program, in and outside the rooms. Adapting to these slogans and taking on the language
usages of the program become a vetting process for newcomers, all of which become part
of their lexicon in the program. Slogans are also really good tools for imparting lessons
upon sponsees, using personal lived experiences with the support of certain program
sloganeering.
Before meetings, as a rite of passage, old-timers welcome newcomers by
providing solace, giving them meeting lists, telling the women to find the women, and the
men to find men, exuding the binariness of A.A.’s heterosexism and heteropatriarchal
forces, old-timers sometimes assign newcomers a commitment like making the coffee,
picking up the chairs, or cleaning up after the meeting. Newcomers are advised to find a
recovered alcoholic, known as a sponsor, who has substantial sobriety time (2+ years) to
“take them through the work.” Old-timers are usually known for other classic sayings
like, “Take the cotton out of your ears and put it in your mouth,” or “Here’s my phone
number, kid. Dial it, don’t file it.” During the meeting, after the introductory readings
(such as the A.A. Preamble, “How It Works,” secretary notes), depending on the meeting
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format, members will go around the room to introduce themselves by stating their name
and their disease; for instance, in the very well-known opening statement, “Hi, my name
is Danielle, and I am an alcoholic.” This opening is known both inside A.A. and by the
general public. Aside, the chairperson of the meeting asks if there are any newcomers
(with a year or less) to introduce themselves, before allowing members who have been
through the steps to raise their hands to make themselves available to others. Through
these simple exchanges, the lessons an alcoholic learns are the way of being inside the
rooms, they learn how to suit up and show up. From the moment I entered the program, I
learned that old-timers were doing the deal, and that by carrying forward these customs
and practices was a way to stick with the winners.
By speaking at meetings, an alcoholic’s oral narrative is representative of voice
and identity, they become communicative bodies that offer stability and cohesion for
others. The physical presence of the recovered body functions as narrative evidence, as a
text in and of itself. There’s an active speaker-audience exchange which establishes a
dialogue of shared knowledge. The speech act is recognized as bodily action, and the
“body” becomes the text. In the rhetorical act of stating, “Hi, my name is _____, and I am
an alcoholic” in a 12-Step meeting, the speech experience is solidified through the
process of identifying with others, while also signaling folklore or other fabled elements.
In How Our Lives Become Stories: Making Selves, Paul Eakin claims, the “storied
selves” (Eakin 99) is the making of a self, an act of identity forming by self-narration in
which one engages in a process of creation, construction, and becoming through the
telling and retelling of one’s life story. By telling these recovery narratives, alcoholics
both qualify and quantify, how the process of telling recovery stories reframes alcoholic
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literacies, how this linguistic participation is vital to the maintenance of one’s sobriety.
The correlation between recovering bodies and the socio-language practices of the
community help construct narratives with story-telling conventions that have meaning
beyond the surface value of their words.
If there’s time during a meeting, the group allows for sharing around the room in
response to the qualification depending on the meeting format. When active listeners
raise their hands to share, their shares are usually in response to the speaker’s
qualifications, usually first thanking them for doing service, talking about specific
moments of identification from the qualification through a “language of the heart,”
denoting a universal language of deep camaraderie that helps alcoholics pull each other
from the margins in order to empower a sober identity. So, sometimes, the speakers are
not solely speaking to the audience … sometimes they are speaking to themselves to
remind themselves of their journey. At other times, the delivery is didactic, in instructing
newcomers on ways to work the steps, how the program outlines ways to stay sober, and
so forth. When I stand in front of a meeting room of A.A., it reminds me of standing in
front of the college classroom, as the instructor. While I like to be the guide on the side in
my classroom, in A.A., the qualification narrativizing requires you to be more of the sage
on the stage.
As a mode of performative storytelling, the qualification proves literateness
within the community as members are asked to speak at meetings based on their time and
role in the program, its knowledge, and daily practice of their sobriety. Qualifications
disrupt the alcoholic mind and body, as a nonintrusive intervention strategy to affirm past
drinking moments and the fragmented states of self before recovery. The identification
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with similarities and differences between “drinking selves” and “present selves,” physical
changes, mental psychology, and spiritual shifts in thinking and identity. Alcoholics
practices techniques for coping as abstinence and sobriety are two entirely different
realities. The juxtaposition of drinking and present selves portrays a narrative of healing
and transformation. The qualification is a mode of narrative performance that leans on the
specific “writing” or authorial stylistic choices alcoholics make in the impromptu
development of their narratives whether speaking at meetings, or in response to or
listening to others.
The typical meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous is a model of the living out of the
shared honesty of mutual vulnerability acknowledged that the historical narrative
has pointed out to be the essential dynamic of A.A. therapy. Because the honesty
is shared, and because it expresses a vulnerability that is mutual, the dependence
involved in this relationship is inherently and essentially limited. Each speaker at
every meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous introduces himself or herself (usually by
first name only) and immediately adds, “and I am an alcoholic.” … Its acceptance
witnesses to “the desire to stop drinking” that is “the only requirement for
membership.” … He or she tells the story of a life disrupted by alcohol: how
drinking for the effects of alcohol began, to what it led, how the alcoholic found
A.A., and both the joys and difficulties of personal growth in sobriety (Kurtz 216217).
Members adapt to insular clichés, terminology, phrases, dialects, and playful insults as
languaging companions to the program's literature. They take on roles as sponsor,
sponsee, and other leadership roles in meeting spaces by choosing “homegroups” and
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taking commitments (jobs), following rules and by-laws. While they strive for
permanence in their connection to others, because the emphasis is on the greater good of
the community, their sense of self is always temporal, although the narrative gradually
moves away from the drunkalogue draft to the qualification edition with gained sobriety
time.
In the telling of one’s qualification narrative, via self-narration, the self is
constructed and created through double-voiced discourse, speech acts within the internal
structure of a larger system, a play of language, signification, and presence where
selfhood is dimensional. In other words, the qualifier tells, and the witnesses listen, and
the discourse is formed and shared between the two. In the language system of A.A., the
program’s discourse relies on the narrative rules and how its rhetors follow those rules or
break them. The presence of the narrator as self and storyteller functions as the text itself
as self is not only the experience of the recovering body, but as an ideal developed in
collaboration with others for stability and coherence. The narrative is self-consciously
symbolic as identity shaping takes place within the recovery community. Within this
narrative space, the author or “qualifier” practices storytelling by modes of cognitive selfexperience, how the versions of “self” and “story” are constantly engaging with each
other, through origin and anonymity, the story becomes bound to the dominant discourse
that also defines it. The self emerges through the transmission of one’s testimony to
others, when identity has been fully articulated in terms of one’s self-representation of the
recovering body, maintained by language practices by the contenders within the system
(discursive practices within a dominant discourse).
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The structure of A.A. is not inclusive, though it’s meant to be, meetings are
ritualized, even open meetings40: a speaker stands in front of a room of other alcoholics
as proof of a recovered self to share their “experience, strength, and hope.” In the
suggested time frame of 15-20 minutes, alcoholics order their qualifications by choosing
the most significant plot moments to focus on in order to stress certain points, topics, and
ideologies of the program. During these speaking moments, alcoholics may utilize A.A.
slogans, read excerpts from A.A. literature (if not, by memory), or add personal insight
on the 12 Steps. When I share my testimony in from of a room full of alcoholics,
physically representing and embodying a recovered sense of self, those who have
recovered from of seemingly hopeless state of mind and body affirm the language and
literary practices in my qualification narrative, whether by nodding or “mhm’s,”
laughing, or expressing other emotion, further building upon the community story, as
long as the qualification is in alignment with the 1-164. While I am able to read the room,
while qualifying in front of the room, the meeting attendees are also reading my body and
qualification narrative.
Members evaluate and regulate each other’s shares, which is a byproduct of the
push of who can tell the Bill Wilson story best, proving proficiency and excellence in the
understanding and application of the program, its knowledge, customs, slogans, etc. The
witnesses of the sharer’s qualification testimonial get distracted by the institutional
stronghold on the narrative paradigm as it relates to membership and experience, that it
can sometimes disrupt the healing that can occur through the telling of the qualification.

Open meetings of A.A. allow anyone who is interested to attend and observe, even if
they are not seeking membership in A.A. but want to visit A.A.’s program of recovery
from alcoholism.
40
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Some stories are mainly of triumphal witness; others concentrate on the problems
of living soberly; all both offer hope and ask for help … Each recovering
alcoholic member of Alcoholics Anonymous is kept constantly aware, at every
meeting, that he has both something to give and something to receive from his
fellow alcoholics (Kurtz).
When A.A. members qualify, their narratives are constantly reinvented based on the
personality of the room, whether or not there are old-timers present evaluating them on
their knowledge of the program, which is often acknowledged when the floor is opened
up for shares. Although the narrative voice has been invented and continues to evolve
over the course of an alcoholic’s sobriety within the shared, yet privatized spaces of A.A.,
their complete autonomous recovery story is never actualized; it only exists in the rooms
and within the narrative paradigm. The qualification narrative device does not make room
for the subjectivities limited by that hegemony of A.A. The tellers and narrators of these
qualifications are only encouraged to tell their narrative in the active voice, taking on the
position of the original A.A. narrator, Bill Wilson, which is one of the most important
community rhetorical acts for a member’s recovery experience.
When the speaker is sharing, listening members respond with facial expressions
or body language – perhaps by nodding or looking at a friend, laughing or even crying.
And sometimes in the performance, the speakers can be a bit egocentric and grandiose as
they try to match their testimonial to the Bill Wilson story.
As ‘grandiosity’ came to be understood as the greatest danger to all alcoholics,
drunk or sober, willing acceptance of the limitations imposed by anonymity came
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by experience to be seen as the surest witness, especially to self, of ‘true sobriety’
(Kurtz 104).
It’s very easy to pick those speakers out as the self-pontification and grandiosity make
their qualification narrative seem fabricated and inauthentic. But, when a speaker stands
in front of the room to qualify, to bear witness, the narrative forms through that powerful
act of admission in front of other alcoholics. A solid qualification is the ritualized
“performance” about transformation of self as per the A.A. program: “what we used to be
like” (drunk-a-log), “what happened” (sober action), and “what we are like now”
(practicing the program and its principles). When the alcoholic qualifies in front of the
room, it is one of the ways they become initially recognized as and/or reinstitute their
membership in A.A.
From the beginning, an essential aspect of the story-telling format that carried the
A.A. message lay in the admonition: “Identify, Don’t Compare.” This injunction
reminds the alcoholic to be especially attentive to his similarities with other
alcoholics and their experience rather than concentrating on contrasts, searching
for differences that might hinder shared and saving identification. “Identify, Don’t
Compare” encapsulates the program’s understanding of both alcoholism and its
treatment (Kurtz 219).
In the rhetorical strategy of identify, don’t compare, the qualifying alcoholic member is
trying to get witnessing listener members relate and ID with them. Throughout the
qualification narrative the paradigm, the alcoholic is self-narrating based on this operative
rule in order to get people in the room to hear their own story in the qualifier’s story. This
testimonial storytelling practice helps speakers and qualifiers feel validated by the
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witnessing members. But that all depends on how well the speaker or sharer has qualified
the message of A.A. at the meeting in that specific moment and version of their recovery
narrative.
“HAVE YOU FOUND A SPONSOR YET?”: OLD-TIMERS, ELDER STATESMEN,
AND SPONSORS OF [A.A.] LITERACY

[Figure 6 “Our Great Responsibility: Rediscovered Wisdom from A.A.’s Co-founder,”
Box 4-5-9: News and Notes from the General Service Office of A.A., 65.1, Spring 2019]
There’s a general belief in the program that the position of the early A.A. white
male rhetors within the fellowship, made Alcoholics Anonymous what it is, and how it
has been preserved until today. The founders of the program were very aware of sociocultural politics and positions of power. If you read further into the membership roots of
the majority of its early members, A.A. was full of entrepreneurs, doctors, lawyers, and
female debutantes, with a stockbroker and surgeon as its main two co-founders - all of
whom developed its constitutional design.
Since its proliferation, certain A.A. spaces have reflected the power exuded by the
dominant voice in society. White-male members have employed marginalizing and
othering notions, harmful and discriminatory language practices, and invoked socio-racist
customs. By knowing where the 12-Step recovery spaces are located, how the literacy
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events occur (and non-verbal exchanges), seeing how they are managed and engendered
through the system, a systemic critique can substantiate why A.A. continues to
materialize its dominant narrative within white-male privileged insular meetings. In other
words, while members of the Alcoholics Anonymous syndicate learn how to perform
(well) through the embodied act of qualifying “the A.A. program” knowledge principle.
Therefore, the identity forming construct can become a dangerous act of identity forging.
The majority of the A.A. fellowship - its body or membership of its people - knows that
this is a collective program, one that needs to really change. This level of systemic
oppression can only be diffused if members actively unlearn and encounter socially-just
practices.
Clearly, the A.A. program has reinscribed ideas of “recovery” with the aim to
further designate how recovering alcoholics have culturally accepted and taken on the
composing facets of the program as a normative practice and anything nuanced is antiprogram. As a result of this conditioning, many “alcoholics” or members in this 12-Step
program cannot “unsee,” they are unable to put the Kool-Aid down to look at the
organization as just another institutionalized system created by white-male hegemony
because it literally saved their lives. In that, the qualification narrativization process can
become dichotomous, or vastly different depending on types of qualifiers, speakers,
homegroup members, amount of “time,” or what the meeting spaces call for. But, long
standing members, “old-timers” or “elder statesmen,” continually labor to regroup the
community’s understanding of what actually is “A.A. discourse” in order to preserve the
interwoven history of the program.
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Although the phrase appears nowhere so succinctly in A.A. literature, immersion
in that literature makes it clear that an understanding common among members of
Alcoholics Anonymous and often detailed at A.A. meetings infused the very heart
of their program: ‘alcoholism is a threefold disease - physical, mental, and
spiritual’. The clear message is that there is a unity in human life, ill or healthy.
The parts of the human experience are so interconnected that to suffer disturbance
in one is to suffer dislocation in all; and in recovery, all must be attended to if any
is to be healed (Kurtz 202).
To witness the sharing of one’s recovery story, through the qualification narrative
paradigm that all members are expected to learn and pass on, is a way to build a
community of healing with other members, even though there’s little room for individual
remediation. The understanding is that it is members’ responsibility to carry the message
to alcoholics, for the good of the whole, as it is outlined in the 1-164.
When recovery-based communication and A.A. slogans are maintained by the
old-timers, more formally known as “elder statesmen,” whether in the communal
physical meeting spaces or in the real world, social language boundaries become clearly
defined and are recapitulated. These communicators define boundaries as they share
language, stories, and even customs. A.A. literature notes that old-timers, members with
decades of substantial sobriety, are said to employ the “guide from the side” way of being
and teaching newcomers, having a “reduced” presence in the meeting spaces, even
though their voice has become the authoritative voice of that particular meeting space,
and/or within a particular community of A.A. recovery. Members who are considered
valuable have experience, and act as mentors, sponsors, and spiritual teachers, who
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eventually become elder statesmen 41 This is the “spoke in the wheel” concept that is
deliberated and practiced through conversation at A.A. meetings to continue to “cement
the foundation.” The rooms can be divided by contention between “elder statesmen” and
“bleeding deacons.” According to the 12 & 12:
The elder statesman is the one who sees the wisdom of the group’s decision, who
holds no resentment over his reduced status, whose judgment, fortified by
considerable experience, is sound, and who is willing to sit quietly on the
sidelines patiently awaiting developments. The bleed deacon is one who is just as
surely convinced that the group cannot get along without him, who constantly
connives for reelection to office, and who continues to be consumed with selfpity. A few hemorrhages so badly that - drained of all A.A. spirit and principle they get drunk. At times the A.A. landscape seems to be littered with bleeding
forms. Nearly every old-timer in our Society has gone through this process in
some degree. Happily, most of them survive and live to become elder statesmen.
They become the real and permanent leadership of A.A. Theirs is the quiet
opinion, the sure knowledge and humble example that resolve a crisis. When
sorely perplexed, the group inevitably turns to them for advice. They become the
voice of the group conscience; in fact, these are the true voice of Alcoholics
Anonymous. They do not drive by mandate; they lead by example. This is the
experience which has led us to the conclusion that our group-conscience, well-

I am using the language of the program, though that term is heterosexist and
heteropatriarchal.
41
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advised by its elders, will be in the long run wiser than any single leader
(Alcoholics Anonymous 135).
Members come to know who the elder statesmen are pretty fast, the ones listening in the
back of members, watching and observing, humbly participating, talking to newcomers or
getting them a cup of coffee at a meeting. Most, if not all, of the elder statesmen I’ve
come to know in A.A. have been older white (patriarchal) men. I didn’t see that until
much later in recovery, especially when beginning to work on this dissertation project. In
the beginning, I remember feeling that I couldn’t wait to be an old-timer in A.A., the
personified owl, full of wisdom and experience. I have mixed feelings about becoming an
old-timer or elder statesperson one day, because of its patriarchal context (even though
it’s said around meetings that it doesn’t matter how much time you have; everyone is a
newcomer). Each meeting space has its own kind of elder statesmen, and you get to know
their qualifications well, because they are asked to speak and share often due to the length
of their continued sobriety in the program, and their experience.
But as mentioned earlier, through sponsorship, service, and personal recovery,
alcoholics are constantly expected to rework their original recovery narratives, their first
qualification, as they adapt to the literacy practices, absorb the historical traditions and
legacies over the course of their recovery journey. I’ve reworked and revised my
qualification narrative since I first got sober, and I’ve also tailored it, on the spot,
depending on the kind of meeting I was speaking at, and who was in the room. Members
are expected to interpret their place within the program as being valuable to not only their
own recovery but to the totality of the system. More experienced qualifiers not only craft
their narrative as it aligns with the master narrative, but they also craft the delivery of
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their narrative telling, by emulating others’ narrative telling practices, learning by the
way of doing and redoing, studying others as they share their qualifications at meetings,
(which also getting advice or feedback on shares). As I review the program’s literacy
history and recovery discourse through Foucauldian perspectives on the layers of power
in institutions in order to understand how knowledge is based on power, and to what
degree sculpted power can synthesize community-based knowledge that sustains an
organization’s ambitions anonymously, I can see the system lurking through members’
autobiographical practices. In addition, members’ narrative telling choices must assume
the program’s literary text and history, which they draft through reflexive writing
activities that have been passed down through “sponsorship trees.”
But, in Alcoholics Anonymous, community-based knowledge can be systemically
oppressive in the way it can control literacy and membership, and how much space it
allows individuals to oppose or query the structures of power within it. The program has
reinscribed the meaning of “recovery” from alcoholism through the literature and social
practices of the three legacies of the 12-Step program of Alcoholics Anonymous (12
Steps, 12 Traditions, 12 World Concepts). The member experiences have to represent the
text as their “narrative identity” (Eakin 100) must be in constitution with the expressions
of identity that are complementary to the organization’s structure. While the program
encourages self-expression and “inclusion” per se, any subtle distinctions that expand the
“continuous identity” disrupt the process of the text being narratively reproduced.
Members’ narrative telling choices must assume the program’s literary text and history,
which they draft through reflexive writing activities that have been passed down through
“sponsorship trees.” Like any other institution, as aforementioned, Alcoholics
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Anonymous has its gatekeepers, and they are known. In The Fix article, “AA Cults I
Have Known, Benjamin Aldo claims that A.A.’s regulatory environment feels cult-like.
“Cults have leaders” (Aldo). Aldo was making a specific reference to A.A.’s Atlantic
Group NYC Meeting. The cult-like nature that Aldo is speaking about is the core of
A.A.’s rigid fundamentalism. In practice, it can be seen through its gatekeepingtendencies and studying its structure reveals the function of “sponsors” who continue to
disseminate and role-play in “protecting” the organization’s interests, again recapitulating
Brandt’s theory of “sponsors of literacy” in A.A., the mentoring and regulating of the
language and literacy practices of other members, and of course, newcomers.
Alcoholics are still also communing to share their stories and experiences outside
the private arenas of A.A. because their identity as people, as humans, is naturally and
instinctually demanding the connection to others like themselves, based upon the nuances
of life experience that doesn’t neatly fit within the parameters of the “A.A.” generalized
(white-male patriarchally oriented) recovery experience. Again, because so much
emphasis is placed on “the story,” the qualification paradigm, and not the alcoholic,
voices are lost. Many of the authorial contenders of the 12-Step structure are not only
inaccurately represented but highly underrepresented because the culture of the program
has indoctrinated these members with taking on the patriarchal narrative telling practice
of Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob, and its hegemonizing literary history. These gatekeepers
teach incoming members or “newcomers” how to be literate according to the institution’s
standards of acting, speaking, and ways of being in order to maintain active membership
while upholding the structure. Therefore, meaning making is only supported by those
who best compose and perform the approved rhetorical practices.
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It is clear that the qualification as an isolatory narrative device has been
manufactured and refined by the dominant culture of Alcoholics Anonymous, again as its
primary dissemination tool whether in meeting spaces or through print. I do believe that
Bill Wilson meant what he said in his speech at the St. Louis Convention recorded in A.A.
Comes of Age, noting the legacy of recovery storytelling. “It is traditional in Alcoholics
Anonymous that we do not make speeches; we just talk about our own experiences and
about the experiences of those around us” (Alcoholics Anonymous 52). While the goal is
total deflation of ego, especially when qualifying, to share from a place of humility, many
still pontificate. This is predominantly the case when particular circuit speakers (speakers
who have “made it,” who have been placed on a hierarchical pedestal of qualification
sharing) share their experiences at conferences, conventions, roundups, or area forums.
Many of their speaker tapes are purchasable, or freely available via YouTube (anonymity
is not really a matter in this case. Alcoholics Anonymous has its own YouTube channel
now as well -). Many of them continue to tell the same story over and over again, from
memory, others from notes, which contradicts the customary practice of qualifying in
A.A. This custom in A.A. has feted this literacy tradition though it’s extremely divisive.
This cultural fabric suggests that any differences or nuances among alcoholics and their
narratives are considered superficial; their stories are not as valued as those told by
alcoholics who are deeply indoctrinated by the system.
There’s a strong community belief that when an alcoholic becomes a member in
A.A., the program is a solution to not only their alcoholism, but it can be applied to every
aspect of their lives. While in some cases that is true, especially when dealing with
emotional sobriety or other relative issues, the program does not serve as an extension for
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mental health support, trauma, etc. In other words, these nuances are considered to be
“outside issues,” weaknesses, or traces of not having thoroughly worked the program.
Thus, identification in the program is either enriched or eschewed by this
individualization. And because new members enter the program essentially hopeless,
lonely, and spiritually bankrupt, they are moldable and easily become inculcated with the
redemption story which helps the message of A.A. continue to “qualify well.”
That one relates on the deepest and most helpful level to other alcoholics from
weakness, from limitation, from one’s own alcoholism, teaches and implements
the message that human strength is rooted in human weakness. It inculcates by
practice the awareness that one gives of oneself most effectively not from the
overflowing richness of superfluous abundance, but from the yawning emptiness
of acutely felt defect … the human experience of suffering and to open human
sufferers to each other in a healing, Alcoholics Anonymous qualifies well (Kurtz
220).
There is a sort of narrative telling grooming that occurs in A.A. Subversive voices and
identities that work against the conservative managerial intellect of this program, and the
program’s overtones are usually regulated or stratified by traditional contenders who
assess and devalue the quality of others’ membership in the way that it should depend on
and/or filter through the teachings and norms of the structure. This is how Alcoholics
Anonymous has contained a collective consciousness which continues to reinforce
internal power structures on the basis that its members eventually (all) mobilize as
gatekeepers. By continuing to support such a strongly pronounced hierarchy
(unconscious social imperative), members sometimes focus more on stratifying
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personalities that do not contribute to the growth of the hierarchy instead of
understanding what the recovery program is all about and mirror the faces of all of its
members of this ever-evolving fellowship.
DEPROGRAMMING FROM THE PROGRAM: REFLECTING ON THE
INSTITUTIONAL NARRATIVE OF A.A.

[Figure 7: “Why some people swear by Alcoholics Anonymous - and others despise it,”
by German Lopez, Bettmann Archive, Vox, 2018]
Hi, my name is Danielle, and I’m an alcoholic. Because of the 12 Step program of
Alcoholics Anonymous, I’ve had the “gift of sobriety” since November 12th, 2011. In my
later years of recovery, I also find myself identifying with the language practices and
literature of other fellowships as well, but my primary purpose and identification with the
experience of recovery rests within that of the A.A. program. I love the program of
Alcoholics Anonymous, and since I’ve gotten sober - it has become my home away from
home. But, as I come out of this chapter, and move through the rest of my dissertation
project, I am going to continue to work through how I’ve come to know and experience
the recovery program of Alcoholics Anonymous, and how the various literacy and
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language practices within and outside dominion structures of 12 Step alcoholism
recovery have shed light on the program’s hegemonic structural power over literacy.
As discussed, in A.A., old-timers are gatekeepers with substantial sobriety time,
often referred to as “big book thumpers” (noting those especially who practice the 12Step programs, its customs and culture). In a positive light, old-timers do pass on to
newcomers A.A. ideologies, culture, concepts, and traditions, but often struggle with
keeping up with the times, how language practices and ideas around alcoholism and
addiction have evolved, and resist anything that might challenge the 1-164. Although not
as politicized as many other institutions, in order to survive and not limit its effectiveness,
deliberate collectivization was compulsory; members themselves know, and weaponize
the program’s clichés, “when dealing with the alcoholic,” “A.A. is not a bed of mental
health,” remember, “we claim spiritual progress rather than spiritual perfection,” these
misquotes, and linguistic justifications are just complacent rationalizations to preserve
hegemony. Outside of A.A., “these men” would be considered racist, sexist,
misogynistic, homophobic, and transphobic - their actions and behavior only continue to
be acceptable in A.A. because no one ever really addresses these “man-made” issues, but
choose to stay, nonetheless.
I have struggled with writing this chapter immensely because of my own personal
affinity to this community as a recovered alcoholic, particularly as a Lesbian woman.
This research has involved a great deal of reflexive and external investigation within the
context of the traditions of 12-Step program recovery, as well as emotional labor. With
every sentence, I am negotiating feelings of shame, guilt, and fear. Although I am
working with ideas that might challenge this institution (and I say challenge merely just
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as a way to think openly about the institution), I have and still claim membership with
this structure not only as a form of survival, but also in a way to identify with a
community, one that I’ve wanted to have my entire life. Since 2011, I’ve maintained
active membership, I’ve not only participated in and with the culture, but after I became
seasoned in the program, I have engaged in service on various levels. It wasn’t until my
second year of coursework in the Ph.D. program that I began to see Alcoholics
Anonymous as a system that has been influenced by a rigid socio-cultural history as it
continues to move on into the present. Although I have had past experience being a
“guardian of the Traditions,” in the process of dissertating, I have been able to study
more closely structures and ad-hoc committees within Intergroup and the G.S.O. have
been effortlessly working on creating literature and spaces in A.A. to make it more
inclusive and welcoming to voices and experiences that would typically be considered
outliers when compared to hegemony (which will be more thoroughly examined in the
second chapter of this dissertation project).
I recognize the influence of this patriarchal dominion upon the program and upon
myself, through its practice and structure of both its literacy and literary history that
continues to be religiously maintained by its players. I consider myself to be
knowledgeable with active membership in the program, denoting the various
components, such as steps, sponsorship, service, etc. Still, I know I do not fit the
particular “personality” of A.A. that speaks totally well. I’ve learned how to play the
game and live in the system. I’ve accepted that I might not be selected or placed
hierarchically within the institution. No hard feelings here, but I know - I am fully aware
that I have not completely mastered the “institutional voice” of A.A. even with almost
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nine years of sobriety. Then again, I don’t know if I necessarily want that kind of
[hegemonic] responsibility. In the following chapter, I tell my auto-ethnographic story of
how I review the A.A. institution and explore scholarly texts through my eyes as an A.A.
member, as a literacy scholar, and as a co-researcher to them. What I find is that the only
way to change the systemic problems in A.A. is to pitch the values of the institution
against itself. And after having done the research of this chapter, as the groundwork for
the dissertation project, I am beginning to think about and have already experienced
rewriting and restorying my recovery qualification narrative without being constrained to
take on the Bill Wilson identity toolkit, while still trying to pass on the knowledge and
cultural practice of the program through my own version. In Chapter 2, I work through
literacy studies and ethnographic projects on Alcoholics Anonymous that bleed into the
indoctrination and privileging of hegemonic narrativizing, scholars who don’t consider
how the program’s narrative device doesn’t allow members to speak in their own voice.
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CHAPTER 2 - THE INSTITUTIONALITY OF THE RECOVERY STORY:
EXAMINING A.A. RECOVERY LITERACY
“I do not think that any of us would presume to believe that Alcoholics Anonymous in its
present form will necessarily last forever. We can only hope that it will lead to better
things for those who suffer from alcoholism; that the lessons and examples of our
experience may in some measure bring comfort and assurance to the suffering and
confused world about us, the world in which it is our privilege to be alive in this exciting
and perilous time, this century in which spiritual rebirth may be the only alternative to
extinction.” - Bill Wilson, Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age: A Brief History of A.A.,
p. 231
INTRODUCTION: CRAFTING THE NARRATIVE MYTH OF AMERICA’S A.A.
As I work on this dissertation project, I become more aware of the importance of
writing against patriarchal structures that continue to be culturally consumed, especially
during this time in the world, in America, where social and political resistance
movements like “Black Lives Matter” and “#MeToo” are co-occurring. Community
collectives are fighting vigorously to expose how inherently patriarchal (white male
dominated) our society and our nation’s culture is, and how systemic racism, misogyny,
and disempowerment have oppressed and excluded varieties of body politics (though
specifically referencing BIPOC, women, and bodies that have been historically
considered “others”). I sit here in front of my computer screen, September 2020, days
after we lost a beacon, Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and I am left
thinking about the praxis of “dissent.” “The dissenter’s hope: that they are writing not for
today but for tomorrow.” (RBG).42 It wasn’t until Ginsburg’s passing that I really began
to think of myself for the first time truly, as a dissenter, especially as I consider

“To Ruth Bader Ginsburg: Who Fought ‘Not for Today but for Tomorrow’.”
MsMagazine, https://msmagazine.com/2020/09/18/ruth-bader-ginsburg-dead-rest-inpower/. Accessed 18 September 2020.
42
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discriminatory literacy practices in A.A. to be disadvantageous to women, BIPOC, and
LGBTQ+ community members. At the same time, the presidential debates of 2020 have
been nothing short of angry white men in power suits screaming at each other.
The indoctrination of marginalized identities and communities by the patriarchal
white male reinforces inequality, and many institutionalized organizations reinforce the
same social rules and identity kits for group membership. Members ignore the tight hold
of these (in)visible structures, which continues to privilege hegemony. I was not only
born into, but raised by many of these heterosexist, heteronormative, and
heteropatriarchal structures. Over the course of my entire life, I continued to live and be
inside them, whether it was my schooling, community spaces, family gatherings,
workplace environments, academia, higher ed., media, but especially 12-Step recovery.
The systemic functions of Alcoholics Anonymous demonstrate how A.A. perpetuates the
same ideologies that control the dominant culture, through the ways language, identity,
literature, and tradition are practiced and controlled within the organization. Through this
an anti-feminist, anti-Queer, anti-BIPOC, anti-women narrative has been systemized in
A.A. recovery literary tradition. As I am building this autoethnographic project, I share
my personal experience and reflexive critique while I reflect on the 12-Step cultural
praxis, community literacy, and literary tradition. And in doing so, I include how my
ways of processing this as a qualitative researcher of this community was met with my
individual encounters (and conflicting emotions) as a person who is also a member of. It
is particularly here in the writing of this chapter that I begin to find my voice, with finally
being ready to tell this story.
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In this chapter, I consider scholars who have written about A.A., while
simultaneously thinking autoethnographically about my own experiences in A.A. rooms
and positioning myself as a researcher of the literacy practices of A.A. In Feminist
Methods in Social Research, Shulamit Reinharz shares her experience about how feminist
authors and researchers “draw on personal experience to do their research” (Reinharz
260). By bringing “insider knowledge” into the research, there’s a deep connection to the
civic engagement of the project. Some version of my recovery story has become linked to
the way I read and tell these texts, through a feminist lens, evoking an “epistemology of
insiderness,” feeling as though I can offer a unique degree of “interrelatedness” because
of my personal experience with this community. Reinharz goes on to say that this type of
research can be complex and unconventional, as the “starting from one’s own
experience” can make it difficult for a researcher to remain totally neutral. While I can
acknowledge my own moments of struggle with neutrality, I do stand clear on the fact
this research doing has helped me work out the objective and subjective tensions
especially through this chapter. An outsider of Alcoholics Anonymous would not know
the program the way I know the program because of the experience I’ve had with the
program, and the way I have come to know myself in the program, and outside of the
program.
From my observation of and participation with A.A.’s archived history and
tradition of its literacy and literary praxis, I’ve been taught how to tell those kinds of
narratives that are the adapted tellings of the Bill Wilson story, and to recognize the
versions that should be gently blacklisted, accounts where members take the reins of their
own identity or modes of expressing themselves, a.k.a. the drunkalogues. I’ve learned to
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understand the phenomenological discourse of Alcoholics Anonymous since 2011
through connections to my own personal narrative making processes in the program’s
literacy structure; this includes a living telling of how I wrestle with the nuances of the
program, where I wrestle with my own nuances and ways of bending the rules.
As I started to read the literacy studies on A.A., and other related ethnographic
research, it was hard for me not to begin holding the institution accountable for the way
people continue to read it, and study it. Through autoethnography, I began to see the
institution’s cultural hindrances, while considering my own privilege, access, and ways of
disempowering other voices as a white woman in A.A. (though, a Lesbian feminist). For
instance, it took me quite a while to be willing to use the term “A.A.” in direct connection
to me or my experiences because while I wanted to hold the institution accountable, I
feared it would be received as interrogation or subordination as a member who blatantly
did not protect a tradition of anonymity. Reflecting on my own struggle with how I’ve
centered whiteness in A.A. made me realize that silence had to be broken. Yes, of course,
not only did I need to reclaim my voice as a Lesbian woman in my particular location,
but like the many other voices that have been so deeply concealed by the program’s
inherent heteronormativity and hegemony, I began to study how bodies have internalized
the choice to commit to A.A.’s indoctrinating of white supremacy at the stake of their
own underrepresentation and marginalization. I arrive at this perspective: recovery
literacy scholars of A.A. to be just as challenged as the originators of A.A.
This way of feminist thinking, of inviting scholars and readers to create a more
equitable space of how A.A. literacy should be studied, would not only stretch the
recovery literacy canon moving away from the way it has been traditionally examined
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and “rediscovered,” but it would employ both anti-patriarchal and intersectional
discussions without predilection towards a hegemonic influenced literacy system,
because as we know “no rhetoric is ever innocent” (Berlin 4). This research would ensure
a relationship between these sequestered voices to help their discourses become
identifiable through the public rhetorical work of a “subaltern counterpublic” (Fraser 67).
In “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing
Democracy,” Nancy Frazer argues that subaltern counterpublics take shape in response to
being precluded from the hegemonic system in the dominant public sphere. While these
ethnographic studies might have intended to broaden the discursive arena about
Alcoholics Anonymous literacy and literary tradition, they’re skewed - their narratives
ultimately shadow the authority A.A.’s heteropatriarchalness has over the community’s
discourse and language practices. I challenge these ethnographic studies on their notions
of A.A.’s supposed inclusivity in not only its qualifying paradigm, but in its
legitimization of the program’s acclaimed structural egalitarianism. Doing a civically
engaged rhetorical reading of A.A. will help scholars better question the structure and
advocate for change. This “rhetorical return” calls for making a place of dissent in A.A.
literacy studies, that’s not already “geared to enable those already in power - white,
privilege, and (for a very long time) male;” (George and Mathieu 249) The rhetorical
scholarship and education of A.A. needs to move away from retracing its history towards
civic rhetoric and dissidence. Ultimately, rather than having scholars survey the
institution as they see and understand Alcoholics Anonymous, who mirror the original
rhetors of the program in both identity and privilege, scholars who identify with
disparaged rhetorical lens would better frame a culturally accurate, and appropriate,
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interpretation of the program while offering a counter discourse speaking “in one’s own
voice,” (Fraser 67) opposing the institutionalized talk.
The very act of reading of the existing ethnographic scholarship about A.A.
(Jensen, Daniell, Wilcox, O’Halloran, et. al.), in conjunction with my personal experience
with recovery is intertwined with the way I’ve embodied and enacted the 12-Step cultural
narrative telling practices, full well knowing there’s been an erasure of bodies and voices
in A.A.; I’m just able to see it now. By examining earlier rhetorical analysis of
Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon, such as Danny M. Wilcox’s Alcoholic Thinking:
Language, Culture, and Belief in Alcoholics Anonymous (1998) and Sean O’Halloran’s
Talking Oneself Sober: The Discourse of Alcoholics Anonymous (2008) with George
Jensen’s Storytelling in Alcoholics Anonymous (2000), and Beth Daniell’s A Communion
of Friendship: Literacy, Spiritual Practice, and Women in Recovery (2003), I hope to
highlight how these literacy scholars see and theorize A.A. qualifications working in its
both visible and invisible anatomies to encapsulate non-AA-ers’ understanding of orality
and literacy within the 12-Step recovery community. Because I am calling for a new way
to study and examine the experience of 12-Step recovery storytelling culture by speaking
against its barriers, I intend to show how scholarly studies have lionized this very
trademark.
I became interested in the scholars who wrote about Alcoholics Anonymous, and
other relative 12-Step fellowships, because I wanted to see if these texts mirrored the
institution’s systemized conditions as I experienced them. Beth Daniell states that by
“paying attention to how actual people use reading and writing in a particular time and
place for specific purposes, under specific material conditions, expands our academic
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views of literacy, of texts constructed and construed, and of the human beings who read
and write” (Daniell 150). Some of the scholars I researched bracketed the A.A. recovery
story as its own literary genre of storytelling within American folklore and myth culture,
shedding their own bias by being members themselves, or in close proximity to the
program’s culture. Reading them did not expand my academic view of A.A. recovery
literacy, it merely recapitulated the glorification of the institution’s cultural beliefs. While
it has been a process for me to maintain some distance from this story, I can see how this
narrative has been governed by gatekeepers. In this context, I return back to my earlier
statement and encourage readers to think about how the scholars themselves have been
gatekeepers (intentionally and unintentionally), contending for who can retell the
dominant narrative (or the male-dominated narrative) best.
I question the canonically written studies about A.A. in order to create textual
space for what has not really already been said. I negotiate, and rationalize, my
discomfort in the awareness of, and at times, my acceptance of A.A.’s hegemonic
practices and cultural values. I am interested in the way the recovery story in A.A. has
communicated blatant hegemony, and the way texts about the recovery society in
American society have done the same. I spent many of my years in A.A. as a privileged
white woman choosing to protect its certain racial superiority, while also choosing to
suppress my sexual and gender identities; I was out in every other aspect of my life and
avoided talking about being a Lesbian and my experiences with recovery which denied
my personal responsibility and commitment to not cause more harm to the LGBTQ+
community. As a member, I’ve learned to prioritize a hierarchy of narrative telling, and
in the midst of its patriarchal oppression, I began to see myself as one of the white
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women who have looked past its intersecting pressures. It wasn’t until working on this
dissertation project that I first began to consider reflecting on my experience as a Gender
Non-Conforming Lesbian getting sober in the rooms. I’ve had to negotiate my identity in
the program being socially constructed, with my individual identity as being not (though
the systems that be have informed me otherwise). Becoming aware of this reinforcement
of white (male) dominance over other bodies, voices, and experiences helped me push
through the discomfort of realizing how I’ve propagated A.A.’s patriarchy and
marginalizing functions. In a very Lorde way, though it shouldn’t be my responsibility as
a Queer woman to educate people, I very much believe in not diluting a member’s
personal responsibility to talk about other ways of being and knowing in Alcoholics
Anonymous.
Authors and scholars have written formally into A.A.’s recovery literacy in a
variety of academic contexts and their contribution to A.A. studies continue to govern the
way members and outsiders of A.A. look at the program’s literary tradition and the
qualification narrative (especially how members learn how to tell their). These authors
and scholars who have written about A.A. have only rewritten the material reality of
storytelling that serves the organization’s ideological superstructure; I am willing to
“name the system” (bell hooks). The reification of A.A.’s power structures conceals the
identities, experiences, and histories of non-patriarchal members, which have not only
been subject to cultural subordination but implicit discrimination. For instance, though
not a member himself, George Jensen seems to be way more interested in the way
alcoholics in A.A. learn to acquire the unified voice by perpetually practicing their
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narrative in the frame of the old-timer’s43 story, the very patriarchal narrative archetype
that constrains its members (even globally) to maintain white-male influence of the
institution’s collective unconscious. A.A. customs, language practices, and spiritual
notions continue to be male-dominated, implicitly Christian-based, and in particular
locations and spaces, misogyny, racism, and prejudice extend into the A.A. program. This
literacy arena recurs regardless of how many newcomers, women, feminists, LGBTQ+
groups, Gender Non-Conforming, and members of color continue to question its
hegemony, even though people are fighting for the rhetorical agency of marginalized
groups within institutions all over.
By working through the scholarly works about A.A., ones that again reinforce the
social imagination of A.A., I return to the very ways my own qualification has been
analogous to the Bill Wilson story, and how much I have and continue to participate in
the collective voice, as a pathway to begin thinking about the ways I also subvert the
enforced literacy hierarchy and unified literary invention of Alcoholics Anonymous. This
process, this patterning of being inside and outside, has afforded me the immediate access
and flexibility to engage with the A.A. structure as a system as a member and a
researcher. While this patterning has also allowed me access to deeper internal structures,
its efficacy has also been measured against my discomfort and willingness to reveal the
ways I contradict my own notions with how I’ve participated actively in the singular
rhetoric of the A.A. dominion, patterns of “power and domination” (Flower 17). This
autoethnography, then, helps me trace why the function of the Bill Wilson story as A.A.’s

An A.A. "old-timer" is a member who has stayed sober continuously for a long period
of time; the actual criteria is 25+ years of continued sobriety (especially for the Bill W.
Dinner Dance).
43
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discourse system needs to be a repetitive literacy event in the program -- and also in other
spheres (like academic studies, news media, popular press, etc.).
It’s clear that, maybe without their even being aware of doing so, A.A. scholars
have shown us how the patriarchy has and continues to operate in A.A. Their contribution
to the field, in this very vein, plays right into the public reception of the A.A. literacy
narrative, as the story always already being tied to this patriarchal historical precedent
(much like everything else in this country). A.A.’s divinely inspired, and sociallyconstructed phenomenon was seemingly readily accepted by the public (see Saturday
Evening Post articles44), because it inculcated the “normative” redemption story that
signified America’s late 19th and early 20th century religiosity. Are we not to this very
moment in 2020, still coded into that history whether or not we are in A.A.? This very
close-reading, juxtaposed with my own experience, helps me identify the patriarchal
schemes in A.A. more easily, and the inculcating history which the program still signals
through A.A.’s grand narrative.
“TALK LIKE A MAN”: TRACING THE PATRIARCHY IN ALCOHOLICS
ANONYMOUS (& AL-ANON) STUDIES

[Figures 8&9: A Member’s Eye View of Alcoholics Anonymous, 2018, by Alcoholics
Anonymous World Services, Inc., A.A. General Service Conference-approved pamphlet]
Alcoholics Anonymous. “The Jack Alexander Article About A.A.: The Article that
Marked a Milestone in the History of A.A.” A.A. General Service Conference-approved
literature. 2017. https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-12_theJackAlexArticle.pdf.
44
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As depicted in the figures above, the program has expressed a gender-specific
perception of what it means to attain status in Alcoholics Anonymous as a member, as
that belief system comes out of the program’s cultural origins. This section will explore
this caveat as it continues to weigh into the way members tell their qualifications and are
inspired to behave and engage in the program without deviation. Specifically, the
following ethnographic scholars respectively write about how members of Alcoholics
Anonymous and Al-Anon embrace status, belonging, and communal identity through
what they claim as the liberatory practice of telling their story within the confines of the
12-Step qualification narrative paradigm. George Jensen’s Storytelling in Alcoholics
Anonymous (2000), and Beth Daniell’s A Communion of Friendship: Literacy, Spiritual
Practice, and Women in Recovery (2003) were my first introductions to literacy studies
on identity-building and storytelling practices in the 12-Step programs of A.A. and AlAnon. In Jensen’s ethnographic rhetorical analysis, Storytelling in Alcoholics
Anonymous, he studies how the language practices and storying function of A.A. are
crucial to the program’s cultural power on member’s identity formation. In the process of
studying A.A.’s literacy praxis, Jensen glorifies A.A.’s standardized narrative telling as
being the only literacy that has the dominion to help people recover.
Over the course of my recovery, I have practiced the telling and sharing of my
qualification narrative, while relying on program cliches, slogans, and other rhetorical
devices utilized by old-timers or circuit speakers. While it is encouraged that speakers
share from the heart, not technically allowed to pre-write their shares as a way to
maintain “humility” and “honesty” or reduce “inflation of ego,” members study the
program’s literature, historical documents, artifacts, and other literatures on the

113

program’s traditions and concepts to prove literateness, and in order to effectively carry
the message of the program in 15-20 minutes, sometimes 10. With the help of my
sponsor and other sober mentors over the years, and the pitfalls of telling “a
drunkalogue” versus “a qualification,” I can attest to the idea that understanding the
program’s history by telling it through the old-timer paradigm does help one feel more
included in its collective purpose, and the practice makes me feel passable within the
structure. Coming to understand and know the relationship between “the history” and
“the story” is the corollary of being a good member of A.A.
Jensen builds on the notion that alcoholics can only gain agency through the
historical and socially rigid context of the program, as it has been bound to the dominant
discourse that has defined it for the last 85 years, and as it has been retold through the
old-timer voice. Jensen also communicates this through A.A. hegemony by claiming that
alcoholic members can only gain agency within the structure of the A.A. origin story of
Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith, as the character of the program is created by alcoholics
“working the steps and taking on the persona of an old-timer” (Jensen 116). While I was
appalled by this statement, I remembered how many meetings I’ve attended where I’ve
judged speakers on how well they tell the (their) story. However, I do find a gap in this
facet of Jensen’s theoretical framework because while not a member of Alcoholics
Anonymous himself, he is someone who was fascinated with the program’s orality and
literacy practices (because he wanted to know how alcoholics achieved sobriety through
storytelling - those who make it and those who don’t, as his father was unsuccessful in
doing so). Because of this, Jensen aggrandizes a narrative heroism of the patriarchal
white-male frame reinforcing the hegemonic values for the entire A.A. community,
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without knowing it personally himself. “Speakers come to know themselves and others as
they speak” (113). Jensen roots his study in Mikhail Bakhtin’s early twentieth century
theory, “The Author and Character in Aesthetic Activity,” through which Jensen explores
old-timers’ domination of the voice of A.A., and how the alcoholic member has to learn
how to become the hero of his own story. Further, through Bakhtin’s dialogic discourse,
Jensen presents the relationship between the alcoholic (the author) and the qualification
(becoming the hero of the text) as necessarily narratologically assuming the genre of
A.A. narrative telling, and also by how it is predetermined by the type of character or
aesthetic or member the program is trying to communicate through its literature and
speakers.
Jensen romanticizes A.A.’s ritualized qualification narrative telling in meetings as
a way to offer a unique perspective on how alcoholics learn how to autobiography within
the program’s narrative barriers. Jensen’s Bakhtinian A.A. character occupies one’s
truncated identity as it merges with the hierarchy. Jensen states that the single stories of
alcoholics lean into the narrative process as the act of “qualifying” in 12-Step programs at
meetings is a component of the common purpose and shared identity within the recovery
group. Jensen goes on to emphasize this advised model of telling, telling the story of
A.A., which even members believe has the most power because the narrative of “the
program is the most visible” when the colloquial monologue is shared in meetings.
To speak about one’s story within the culture of an AA meeting is to live the
tradition and culture of the organization. The speaker uses the values of that
community to interpret his or her life … As the story of a speaker’s life is ‘found
on everyone’s lips,’ the speaker performs an act of communion. As the speaker
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learns to speak as the others in that community speak, he or she shares a new
identity (112).
On the one hand, Jensen theorizes the way new members learn how to tell their stories of
recovery in the context of other members’ stories in meetings, but, on the other hand, he
notes how they are fragmented and incomplete in comparison to old-timers’
qualifications, often lacking plot.
The stories of old-timers are more fully autobiographical, though certainly not
like print autobiographies. What the old-timers have learned is to place their
voices among other voices, to move from speaking before others to speaking with
others (110-111).
Jensen suggests that without Bill Wilson’s story, and old-timer members, the newcomer
speaking member’s life experience is incoherent, even though “in the Big Book, one
finds little advice on how to tell one's story” (11). At this intersection of Jensen’s study, I
became aware of my participation in maintaining A.A.’s hegemony and pedestalling of
the male old-timer as (only) the voice of reason and experience for all members. Jensen’s
study awakened me to seeing myself as a gatekeeper for the first time.
From the moment I entered the rooms, I observed how other members of varying
sobriety times, told their qualifications in front of meetings, and how listening members
would react through both nonverbal and verbal exchanges, body language, gestures,
getting up to get a cup of coffee, showing disinterest, cross-talking, or even responding
by sharing around the room after the speaker qualified. I quickly learned what was
acceptable to talk about and what was not. I acquired rhet/comp language, terms like
“regulating,” “gatekeeping,” and “sponsors of literacy,” (Brandt) much later in my
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recovery amid my Ph.D. journey. From the first time I shared my story at 90 days (which
my then sponsor told me sounded like a “Lesbian drunkalogue” and not a “story of
recovery”), I’ve been training myself and retelling and revising my story so that it fits
neatly within the Bill Wilson narrative paradigm; I haven’t quite mastered fully “ungaying” my qualification narrative yet. But I always use the “Lesbian drunkalogue” as a
point of reference with people I sponsor who are about to speak for their first time, on
what to say and what not to say when qualifying at meetings, how that’s what happens
when you’re counting days and talking chaos out of your ass. K.I.S.S.: Keep It Simple
Stupid.
Towards the finality of his study, Jensen discusses how drunk alcoholics move to
complete sober selves when they learn how to adopt the A.A. identity, the
“transformation of self,” but that their A.A. talks never fully become autobiographical as
the convention of narrative telling in A.A. is on retelling the Bill Wilson story.
And so, in many ways, the stories told in AA do not achieve the fullness of
autobiography or fiction; heroes remain unconsummated, and the stories of those
around the hero remain unfinished or even substantially untold (117-118).
Jensen calls the qualifications the “confessional retellings” of the original Bill W. story
from the Big Book, but specifically notes that newcomers who begin their journey of
confessional retelling through qualifications learn how to adopt the ways of speaking A.A.
“That the program provides an answer is the ultimate message embodied in the voice of
old-timers” (135).
AA is an authoritarian organization, that newcomers are forced to work the
Twelve Steps, that old-timers demand adherence to the Twelve Traditions, and so
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on … The program is spiritual, but many members are ‘unchurched’. Old-timers
might encourage others to follow the traditions, but they are attempting to provide
a bit of stability to a nearly chaotic organization. … The best critics of AA are its
members. Perhaps, this is its greatest strength (136).
Jensen mentions that newcomers experience the laboring of a mimicry of the old-timer’s
qualification, because the old-timer qualification not only conveys didacticism in the way
speakers learn how quote the Big Book, shuffle slogans, recite other program literature
from memory, or easily instruct newcomers on how to work the steps, but that they keep
the program churched. Essentially the informed environment of the program is a
collective effort of knowledge recirculating and meaning making on the basis of
reproduced A.A.’s social context deeply embodied by the old-timer, as the merited
literacy practice.
Jensen enumerates the very reality that the program centralizes the old-timer’s
speaking persona as the idealized authoritative discourse in A.A. talks and meetings. “An
old-timer has, in short, a clear voice that carries with it an entire culture, a way of being
in the world. … the story serves clear rhetorical goals” (132). Jensen’s argument here is
unresolved though he effortlessly tries to fuse Walter Ong’s writings on orality and
literacy, and the borrowing of A.A.’s linguistic religiosity from other American spiritual
movements (Temperance Movement, Washingtonians, Oxford Group). Jensen merely
reproduces the cultural reception of A.A.’s qualification practice by organizing it in a
scholarly work for A.A. outsiders. What I believe Jensen is really saying is that no
member can be the hero of the story in A.A., or achieve a complete autobiography in the
program, because, paradoxically, the only true hero is Bill Wilson. Thus, the effect of
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retelling that story within their own voices, shaped to their own experiences, is not a way
for members to learn how to tell their qualification narratives but to become part of what
Jensen claims to be the program’s “dramatis personæ” (117). While we learn in A.A. that
the definition of the alcoholic self-will run riot is that “Each person is like an actor who
wants to run the whole show; is forever trying to arrange the lights, the ballet, the
scenery, and the rest of the players in his own way,” (Alcoholics Anonymous 60) Instead
of becoming heroes of our own stories, we play predictable roles, sometimes for serious
or comic effect.
With the experience that I’ve had in the rooms, working through A.A. literacy and
its literary tradition, sponsoring other women, being sponsored, doing service, I like to
believe I have gained some stability in my membership, though I often feel most critical
of myself when I share my qualification. In the rooms, this feeling would be denoted with
“that’s your ego kid,” “sharing isn’t about you, it’s about the newcomer,” or “at least one
person in the room will hear what you have to say” - but as a thinker, writer, academic,
and a storyteller, I am constantly thinking about how stories are told, and in what context,
and its reception. I’ve spent the last nine years squeezing my life’s experience and
recovery into a qualification of 15-20 minutes, each version is fragmented, different, and
an attempt to retell my own story within the vein of Bill’s Story (Chapter 1 of the Big
Book). And I never feel like I get to say what I should say. Or what I want to say. I’m
also not convinced that my story is even slightly independent of the stories that have been
previously constructed, ones that I’ve heard many times before. Sometimes my wife tells
me I use sayings and phrases that she uses when speaking. Narrative borrowing as a
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promising feature of making unity and finding status within the program, spilling over
from the very first story, Bill Wilson’s story.
So, “we keep to the man” in A.A. and carry on with the telling of its speculative
folklore, playing out its parts, performing it as a social ritual at meetings, some variations,
but keeping the vital parts unaltered. Instead of expressing my own individualism, I’ve
adopted identification of A.A., which until these latter years, felt like the only persona I
had. My identity and individuality became solely replaced with a singular peripheral
story of only having a story because of A.A., because of learning how to be an immutable
sense of self as I functioned within the literacy and literary tradition of the program. I
definitely gender performed in front of the room, filling the role of what a sober woman
should look like, act like, and sound like. This performativity is linked to literacy agency
as it has been exercised in the vein of the patriarchal narrative (man as alcoholic, man as
the breadwinner, woman as wife, mother, caretaker, restoring the traditional nuclear
family, etc.) Power and privilege are inherently intertwined in the telling of one’s
qualification. I’ve learned how to perform and embody it, without really knowing what
was being prescribed. Any other aspect or palpability of my individual identity was
forced out of this dramatis personae I took on in the program, because there was no room
for it within its hegemony. I was pretending, I was playing out a heteronormative
stereotype, “the woman saved from sin,” in the patriarchal redemption narrative. The
A.A. story is always more important than the author, or speaker, and that notion always
materializes through the dialogic interplay of the speaker in front of the other A.A.
qualifiers and members in a meeting space, most of whom have already learned how to
tell their recovery literacy narratives. Upon finishing my reading of Jensen’s work, I
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understood that “those who make it” are those that have fully accepted the invitation to
take on and play with narrative privilege, the ideological practice of mastering the
identity and voice of the patriarchy in A.A.
In recovery, the performance of the story can be more rigidly tied to normative
perceptions of gender as one moves across 12-Step fellowships. In her 2003 literacy
project, A Communion of Friendship: Literacy, Spiritual Practice, and Women in
Recovery, Beth Daniell also explores the connection of community identity and
spirituality as it is delineated in the literacy practices of 12-Step recovery, but
specifically, with women in an Al-Anon program from “Mountain City” (located in the
Appalachian region). The Al-Anon program’s literacy and literary foundation was
extracted from A.A.’s literary tradition and cultural roots (Al-Anon’s early members
were the wives of the program’s originators, Lois Wilson, Anne Smith, etc.; Anne Smith
has been called the “Mother of A.A.” 45). It is colloquially considered the sister program
of Alcoholics Anonymous, though both A.A. and Al-Anon are considered standalone
fellowships, for people and families whose lives have been affected by the alcoholics’
drinking. Daniell emphasizes how 12-Step literacy practices are necessary for meaningmaking and creating community within the program. Daniell considers her study a “little
narrative” that tells the literacy story of the Al-Anon women who use the program’s 12Step literacy and rhetorical devices to reshape their lives, as “rhetoric is always about the
power of language” (Daniell 12).

Lois Wilson and Henrietta Sieberling advocated for Anne Smith’s confounder role in
the beginning of A.A., which A.A.’s literary history and its many scholars (like Ernest
Kurtz) have overlooked. Anne Smith, a Wellesley College graduate, influenced the A.A.
program with her thoughts and writing on the 12 Steps and many other texts of A.A.
literature.
45
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The Mountain City women engage in literate practices in order to grow spiritually
and emotionally, to live more self-aware lives, to attain personal power, to find or
make meaning for themselves, to create community (1).
Over the course of the project, Daniell creates a literacy map, telling the story of the
Mountain city women, who create community by using the tools of the 12-Step program
of Al-Anon, as women who are married or, or were previously married to alcoholics. The
women participants story how their reading, writing, and oral practices are a reformative
process of empowerment, self-awareness, and a sense of ‘community’ through the
spiritual growth or awakening each woman experienced within the 12-Step program.
Daniell explores the specialized language and lexicon of the 12-Step program of
Al-Anon (and its hierarchical superior, A.A.) as it helps members connect to each other
cohesively through the commonality of identification and the problem which brought
them there. The programs give them the language and lexicon to do so, so that they can
“become literate in this culture and its various subcultures … for personal growth, for
identity formation, for community … people use literacy to make their lives more
meaningful” (6). Shares, or “qualifications,” or how members in Al-Anon referring to
their alcoholic loved ones as their “qualifiers,” is evidence alone that qualifying or telling
one’s qualification is the major literacy event through which members negotiate their
identities and learn how to practice the collective voice through narrative construction,
literature comprehension, and other self-reflexive or self-examination activities as they
relate to the program.
One element that Daniell pays particular attention to, is that despite the women’s
diversity in socio-cultural backgrounds and socio-economic conditions, as well as their
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marital statuses (being or have been married to [men] alcoholics), they are able to
commune and practice literacy because of the program’s lexicon; they work together to
not only use the spiritual program to solve their Al-Anon related issues but also their
external struggles. Daniell makes the claim that “middle class literacy is inherent in the
program.”
Central to the practice of both AA and Al-Anon are reading and writing. Indeed,
middle-class assumptions about the value of literacy seem to have been part of the
program since its beginning (4).
By paying attention to this, Daniell suggests that studying literacy practices in
communities and spaces outside academia can delimit new pathways for the way we
study how reading, writing, and sharing in literacy praxis - especially in the context of
how communities learn how to evoke voice, discover sense of self, and access power in
relation to class literacy praxis. In this frame, “self” becomes the rhetorical construct in
which members of communities procure literacy based on the relative educational status
of its members.
The women in Al-Anon gain recovery literacy by observing how their peers use
language and literacy through application of the program’s literature. This is even evident
through Al-Anon’s customs and practices at meetings, and even when members work
with each other outside typical program boundaries and locations. Even though a
marginal recovery experience, it is considered authentic.
To be in the group, one has to understand the terms, and in order to claim
membership, one has to use the terms appropriately. As a person begins to
identify with the group, to recognize other members’ experiences as similar to his
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or her own, the newcomer begins to use the group’s terms for that experience.
This is how identification works (82).
In this discussion, Daniell reviews the women’s literary, writing, and oral practices,
lending the notion that orality is the primary discursive tool. In addition, by forefronting
these women’s voices from Al-Anon, Daniell attempts to address the white-male
patriarchal middle-class literacy that is deeply inherent in the A.A. program, noting the
institutional sexism within the recovery system, but ultimately glorifies it by speaking
later about how the Al-Anon women benefit from using the master’s tools.
While Daniell balances challenging the program’s ideologies (what’s dominant,
what’s heteronormative, what’s majority, what’s societally accepted), she does so pulling
in Jensen’s Bakhtinian analysis of A.A. storytelling, which problematizes Daniell’s
endeavor to subvert the tradition of hegemony in recovery.
While literate practices are an integral part of the program, reading and writing in
Al-Anon are governed, I submit, by its oral teachings. George Jensen reaches a
similar conclusion about the importance of the oral tradition in generating AA
testimonies (12).
In other words, Daniell reckons that in order to understand the power of recovery literacy,
as it is situated in Al-Anon and A.A, “the current talk that serves as context” (91) has to
be examined first. This claim reiterates that current recovery literacy and meaningmaking practices reify the oral traditions of the A.A. originators. As mentioned earlier,
from my time spent in the rooms, I’ve learned, or “heard” communally that the Al-Anon
program (and its community identity and literacy practices) is considered the sister
program of A.A., but really, it could be considered the wife of Alcoholics Anonymous.
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Both terms call forward heteronormative ideologies and binary gender roles that are
constituted in both programs.
Arguably, the Al-Anon program has been historically referred to as the family
community of A.A. members, predominantly a community of women who have come
together to share their experience and efforts to aid recovery. Al-Anon has been (survived
and functioned) in response to the A.A. program based upon this social reality, by having
its members practice an adapted version of the 12 Steps in order to give “understanding
and encouragement to the alcoholic,” (Al-Anon Preamble) since it was co-founded by
Lois and Anne in 1951 (for 16 years prior, the families gathered independently). In AlAnon’s 2015 Membership Survey, the census showed that its members identified 93
percent, 83 percent as female, and 61 percent as married. Daniell illustrates how the AlAnon program’s history influences the way the Mountain City women engage with each
other, creating a rich and intricate literacy that shapes their spiritual growth (which the
women develop as they rely on the Al-Anon maxims as furnished from A.A.). This
suggests then that without the program’s doctrine, the women are unable to make
meaning for themselves or within their co-created community, beyond the gendered
structure of narrative telling. This is how I see the Daniell’s participants reinforce the
binary structure and gender performativity that's deeply embedded both in 12-Step
recovery culture and also its narrative constraints, even though Daniell “calls” for a more
inclusive understanding of exploring this literacy to see how it is “resisting those
structures, ” (3) (she repeatedly pulls forward the history of A.A. qualifying as a way to
begin understanding how the Mountain City women created community) and “organized
in response to power” (13).
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This notion is complex because it’s counterintuitive to her own claim to move
literacy beyond how it is “always already embedded in particular social structures,” as
Daniell is pulling up the culture of A.A. testimonies when showing the literacy events of
these Al-Anon women.
The AA Big Book, like any other written text, is a product of its times,
instantiating both conscious and unconscious desires and attitudes not only of the
writer but also of the culture. Do we throw out the spiritual insights of Bill Wilson
because his language was sexist and his attitude toward his wife and other women
was by our current standards, retrograde? Certainly oppressive messages exist in
AA … While neither [Bill Wilson or Bob Smith] came from particularly
privileged backgrounds, both were educated beyond the average for their times”
(30).
This is where Daniell notes that the A.A. text carries more cultural authority because
“Bill W. is seen as the authentic voice of A.A. or because he was a man. (Valuing texts
because of the gender of the writer is not, after all, an unknown phenomenon)” (90).
Whether or not she means to, Daniell makes this claim in direct response to the sort of
storying and writing (exercises) the Mountain City women invoke in their community
narrative, while borrowing and crafting from the 12-Step story, the A.A. qualification.
They use the master’s tools to create space for themselves … designing new roles
for themselves. They become agents in their own lives (154).
When I read this claim, I had Audre Lorde echoing in my mind: “for the master’s tools
will never dismantle the master’s house.” This community of women make conscious
attempts to re-form not reform their experiences of recovery, group identity, and sense of
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self while still relying on the hegemony and heteropatriarchal literacy tradition of A.A.
Daniell does not query the women on reclaiming their own literacy tools, even though
she notices how they attempt to make their own independently outside of the meeting
spaces. Simply, while Daniell’s suggestion is to avoid imagining the Mountain’s City
blinkered recovery literacy through the eyes of “the gatekeepers,” she recognizes the
significance of the Al-Anon women’s cultural work; as a marginalized program in 12Step recovery, Al-Anon will always be embedded in the rhetoric and literate practices of
Alcoholics Anonymous, the consolation prize for the early-AAer wives being part of the
community.
This is why and how I find Daniell’s study to be a bit restrictive as it is genderspecific and homogenous. Not all members of Al-Anon identify as women, let alone
white cis-hetero women. As time has gone on, the membership of Al-Anon has expanded
to other identities that make up the community of friends, family, and loved ones of
alcoholics. While the fellowship has grown, speaking and being in Al-Anon is still
dependent on members' cultural compliance with its history and performance of the role
they were written to fulfill in the master narrative, that has been deliberated by the
patriarchal rhetors of Alcoholics Anonymous, “To the Wives. 46” And, the author of that
chapter was not a wife of Alcoholics Anonymous, but Bill Wilson himself.

“To the Wives,” Chapter 8 of Alcoholics Anonymous, the Big Book; this chapter was
written entirely by Bill Wilson supposedly in the voice of the wives, of Lois, and Lois
was not happy about it. Excerpt: “We want the wives of Alcoholics Anonymous to
address the wives of men who drink too much … As wives of Alcoholics Anonymous,
we would like you to feel that we understand as perhaps few can … The wives and
children of such men suffer horribly, but not more than the men themselves.” pp. 104-121
https://emotionalsobrietyandfood.com/2015/06/17/historical-tidbit-who-wrote-chapter-8of-the-big-book-to-wives/.
46
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I remember reading Daniell’s literacy study while traveling to CCCC’s 2017
Convention in Portland, Oregon, I had just begun studying literacy and ethnography
projects in the ways one of my comps/diss committee members, Dr. Steven Alvarez had
suggested. There is so much about Daniell’s study that I love, and identify with as a
woman in recovery, though not specifically in Al-Anon, and areas about it that I find
dubious (like I mentioned above, about how the language of Al-Anon and its rhetors are
so reliant upon its literacy history being tied to A.A.). Frankly, Daniell’s study neglects
the women in the way she only gives face to them; her study evaluates and analyzes their
literacy practices. Like A.A.’s Bill W., Daniell retells the women’s experiences using
reflexivity and questioning her own positionality in the narrative, further placing herself
in a position of power and authority over their narratives (even though includes direct
accounts from her participants). In my observation, Daniell ethnographically observes
their literacy work without ever really giving them a space so we can hear their own
voices – she reinvents a little narrative.
The mythic narrative I tell is perhaps the essential American narrative: people
remaking their lives, reinventing themselves. The people in this version do so by
using literacy as one of their tools. Literacy is not the only tool and perhaps not
even a necessary one, but it is the one I focus on. Unlike the grand narratives, in
which literacy is said to bestow certain qualities on human beings, the literacy
story I recount here is a little narrative, one that does not claim to be generalizable
to other populations. … I have to tell a story that is familiar enough to be
believable (179).
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Not only are there already (always) layers of systemic oppression from the Al-Anon
institution, that materialized out of the veins of A.A., but having Daniell as an outsider
peripatetically doing this work asserts what voices and sorts of bodies can cross
institutions and their barriers. Daniell makes it explicitly clear that her perspective is in
alignment with the hegemonic narrative, people reinventing themselves within the master
narrative, showing possibly her own unconscious bias (about gender, sex, being a
woman, etc.). It would have been better if Daniell were able to acknowledge and
recognize that her own research findings might have been directly infringed upon because
of her developed kinship with the Mountain City women. This is why autoethnographic
projects matter, people who have had these lived experiences and are able to give voice to
this scholarship. If this study was done at a different time, with a different social group,
in a different setting, these factors could recontextualize the entire premise of the research
project. But then again, this dissertation project and my own positionality could fall under
the same criticism.
Perhaps Daniell knowingly utilized her own privilege and power as an academic
scholar to “give voice” to the Appalachian women as a way to counter the limitations of
Al-Anon storytelling in Mountain City. But her own positionality complicates the
premise of her study; Daniell, through ethnographic methodology, commodified and
reappropriated the stories and literacy practices of the Mountain City through a form of
unintentional sponsorship (Brandt). Yet, it was because of Daniell’s project that I began
to come to ethnography. As a member and observer of 12-Step recovery culture, the
generalized dehumanization of alcoholics (especially of women, BIPOC, and LGBTQ+
folks), for their ability to impress other members with the skillfulness and performance of

129

the program’s delimited literacy praxis (or the lack thereof), is a narrow ideal of
achieving identity.
Making literacy and literary choices in A.A. as a Gender Non-Conforming
Lesbian feminist woman, passively through the patriarchal narrative devices, while being
distracted by ways to blend in without damaging the (fragile) male ego of the program’s
historicity, has felt like a constant tugging of self. Recently, myself and all of the women
in my homegroup left because of sexist and misogynistic acts of harassment towards a
peer woman member. Daniell creates a sense of utopia with women communing outside
the 12-Step Al-Anon spaces, while using the program’s literacy to make meaning and
identity for themselves, applying the principles to all their affairs. But when I think about
how it wasn’t until the women of my past homegroup chose to leave in order for our
voices to no longer be silenced, to commune outside via text group chats, on Zoom,
during our stepping down as members (and from our group commitments), it was that
moment of resistance, when the male members began actually question or testify about
how their own privilege influenced the meeting. That meeting became an enclave of
misogyny and sexism (though an extension of A.A. recovery in my particular community
location, and perhaps a mirror of the entire structure as a whole). When I think about how
we tried to recognize and challenge the institution’s cultural forces, and how its history
specifically oppresses and impacted the women of our particular meeting, I revisit the
very moments of discomfort and solidarity of reclaiming voice, agency, and power that
Daniell was emphasizing in her study of the Mountain City woman, their “collectivity
was powerfully visceral” (Jamison 66). Stripping member’s identities in order to maintain
patriarchal tradition, reducing agency and safety to empower its dogma, is the very
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complexity (danger) of normalizing the requirement for members to author their
narratives and stories within the prescriptiveness of A.A.’s mainstream narrative.
“OF THE EDUCATIONAL VARIETY”: STUDYING ACADEMIC
PUBLICATIONS DEDICATED TO THE PATRIARCHAL LINES OF A.A.

[Figure 10: “The Home of Alcoholics Anonymous - How It Works,” by 12 Step Cult
Religion Exposed, 2013]
In hindsight, I now see how this photo, being captioned “The Home of Alcoholics
Anonymous…,” sends a certain message. Though, when you are a member, and when
you’ve experienced redemption, after falling from grace (a gift of sobriety), you come to
love these photos and wear them on the body. In the A.A. community, these photos are
powerful, comforting, and inspiring. There’s not a spiritual breakfast, conference, or
convention that goes by without the reproduced photos of A.A.’s founders and early
benefactors lining the rooms’ perimeter or hearing the audio recording of Bill Wilson’s
final talk at the closing of one of these gatherings. I am emotionally impacted by these
occurrences, and I do feel very much inspired and grateful to be part of the community
that taught me how to save my own life. But, in the outsider public light, while these
photos are culturally essential to tracing that redemptive history, these artifacts can be
perceived as disconcerting as it addresses the white-male patriarchal culture of A.A. By
the same token, most of A.A.’s archives reflect this about the program’s history and
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traditions, and how both still continue to condition the program’s modernity with an
understanding of what mainstream A.A. is.
After reading Jensen and Daniell, I turned to Danny Wilcox’s 1998
interdisciplinary study, Alcoholic Thinking: Language, Culture, and Belief in Alcoholics
Anonymous. In his scholarly publication, Wilcox demonstrates that American culture has
consumed a mainstream narrative about alcoholics and alcoholism. In Wilcox’s study
about the “folk system” of stereotypes that have built itself into this cultural narrative, I
can see how the 12-Step program of Alcoholics Anonymous has practiced specific
language and literacy practices that encourage redemption from this wide-eyed
worldview as not only being vital to one’s recovery, but critical to the learning of the
socio-cultural lens of this narrative system.
As Americans, we all think we know an alcoholic when we see one. The bums
begging on the street are alcoholics. You can tell just by looking at them. They
are weak willed, morally inadequate people who don’t give a hoot about anything
but their next drink. They start drinking in the morning and drink all day. They
love to drink and they live to drink. They are hopeless and they are probably
going to die on skid row … No one wants to be saddled with a condition to which
such social stigma is attached (Wilcox 5).
Wilcox’s position on (or intellectualization of) the normalization of A.A.’s story in
mainstream American culture shows how generations of people in 12-Step recovery (and
their affiliates) have empowered and outlined the redemption story of alcoholics (and
addicts) even in present popular culture. But, reading Wilcox after Jensen, did not give
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me a broader perspective of ethnographic research done on A.A., or its narrative folk
system, which echoes larger American culture.
As Americans, we all think we know an alcoholic when we see one. … They are
weak willed, morally inadequate people who don’t give a hoot about anything but
their next drink. They love to drink and they live to drink. They are hopeless and
they are probably going to die on skid row. … No one wants to be saddled with a
condition to which such social stigma is attached. These naive stereotypes are
extremely popular conceptions of alcoholics, and until recently they were almost
exclusively the basis for the average American’s understanding of alcoholism. …
However, enough people have been touched by an alcoholic in their personal lives
that these other stereotypical situations have also become a part of the American
folk systems of defining and classifying alcoholics (5).
In other words, to understand the communal practices of A.A., we have to recognize it
too as an exclusive cultural system that has been quite readily accepted into mainstream
American culture. I argue this is a way that members of the A.A. recovery community
can begin to bring attention and awareness to the vast reality that they may have been
denied access to seeing, hearing, and/or witnessing complete versions of recovery stories
in their community spaces, or that they may have been the ones denying others of access.
Wilcox brings in Francine Marrus’ notions on the acquisition of language in A.A.
from her dissertation “A Way Back to Life: Descriptions and Discoveries About the Role
of Communication in the Enculturation Performance of Alcoholics Anonymous” (1988).
Marrus helps Wilcox convey how Alcoholics Anonymous enculturates new members into
the group through the procurement of its language practices. Wilcox notes that the
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specific language practices, attitudes, values, and beliefs that are demonstrated by A.A.
members, help “constitute a distinctive cultural entity” (28) keeping it as both a viable
and unique cultural community within American society. Through this premise, Wilcox
is able “to see directly how language and culture initiate and perpetuate the belief system
of the actively practicing alcoholic and how language and culture also affect change in
that system of belief as the recovering alcoholic lives the program of Alcoholics
Anonymous” (20-21). While I agree with Wilcox (as I’ve had my own experience)
language in A.A. is “the primary tool to foster a radical change in the behavior of the
alcoholic,” (26) especially through qualification statements, that conveys the “how I got
to Alcoholics Anonymous,” (31) this regulation of language and narrative telling in A.A.
as it relates to the program’s early history places the collective voice solely at the center
of one’s identity in the program, to which oneself is constantly comparing their own story
to. The institutional identity is dialogic, the unity and coherence of the program depends
on its structural discourse and systematic narrative practices. This is where I circled back
to Jensen’s work, again thinking about how the A.A. qualifier never actually completely
achieves authenticity in their recovery story because of the internal fear of failing the
community narrative.
Because the program allows for all members to “have a seat in A.A.,” noting its
commitment to egalitarian vigilance, this can pose a complex problem. If there was total
openness and inclusivity in the program, the collective A.A. origin story would be
destabilized, and the program would hinge on members’ actualized identities and lived
experiences. When there are meetings that are either non-partisan, loosely organized, or
not totally in alignment with “the program” (the 1-164), sites of dissension co-occur.
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Nonetheless, A.A. endeavors to make efforts to transform its society from close
identification with the organization’s hegemonic origins, and deeply ingrained history
with Christian-based religious ideologies, in order to continue to progress toward a more
secular and nonreligious institution. But A.A.’s historical dominion over what literary
tradition is disseminated and what message is passed on is the very epitome of its
operational limitations on discursive practices. The censoring of extraneous topics or
dissuading “special interest groups” that doctrinally live outside the patriarchal dogma
and conformity of A.A, this embedded cultural practice keepings moving the attention
from “the next suffering alcoholic” back to immortalizing the canon, the dead white male
voice that America loves preserving. While the program’s history or literary tradition
would not exist without Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith, and while I and all other AA-ers
highly respect them, the voices of alcoholics [and addicts] today are just as important as
theirs, if not more. Wilcox’s contribution to the dialogue about intersectional and diverse
experiences in A.A. is messy.
Members of Alcoholics Anonymous in the United States come from a diverse
demographic, social, psychological, and linguistic set of populations ...While
there is some overlap and similarity with the larger society, the referential system
is basically foreign to most people outside of AA (Wilcox 29).
Because he does the same thing that Jensen does, with evoking how identity formation in
A.A. accedes identity forging, Wilcox affirms the cultural practice of all take on the
original A.A. story told by the two white-male patriarchal originators. Again, it is
reiterated that the voice, narrative, and experience of A.A. always echoes the literacies of
those men, though there’s been an ongoing demand for A.A. to advocate for every
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alcoholic’s voice, to make it more inclusive (there’s much work that has been done, but
there’s still so much work left to do). Additionally, the “distinctive cultural entity” that
Wilcox merely proposes in his scholarly contribution is the acknowledgement most
members are already aware of - that they have been allowed in to the boys’ club, “they”
as in socially-marginalized groups and identities (even though they continue to be
oppressed by its limitative historical narrative). Essentially, by time I got to the end of
reading it, I wanted to throw my copy of Wilcox’s publication across the room. It was
just another version of the same old story, another example of an academic offering a
very privileged set of ideas and opinions. Wilcox’s project resignals the A.A.’s
institutional voice, under the guise of a critique, without any invention of studying the
institution in this present moment.
As I began to consider my own practices of code-switching in and outside the
A.A. rooms (because I hadn’t had enough yet), I turned to Sean O’Halloran’s 2008
literacy study, Talking Oneself Sober: The Discourse of Alcoholics Anonymous (2008). In
this ethnographic research project, O’Halloran examines A.A.’s narrative methodology as
a reflexive relationship between A.A. talk and the A.A. structure, known as “narrative
knowing.” AA is an institutionalized speech community that teaches and endorses what
O’Halloran claims and terms as A.A. “footing,” i.e., adopting the A.A. discourse in order
to be a member, depend on the power of A.A., and “reauthor ourselves” (5). O’Halloran
suggests that members demonstrate institutional status by utilizing discursive power
through literacy practices, though the organization emphasizes that members not be
privileged over others.
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What is normative in AA talk and what subverts it. … the style typical of AA
meetings … [is to] echo AA literature and are typical of AA sharing (7).
I have now presented three white-male authors who literally offered similar ideas about
A.A., and America’s occupation of the Christian redemption story. This literacy
regulation unveils the program’s hierarchical pecking order, which is not only
unbalanced, but one that becomes quickly established in patriarchal areas and
communities of A.A. This was also made evident in Daniell’s study of Al-Anon women.
As I perilously continued on, I wanted to see how far O’Halloran was willing to
go in perpetuating the heteropatriarchalness and heterosexism of A.A., coming out of
Jensen and Wilcox. O’Halloran’s study points out the program’s prescriptive language
practices through his ideas on how members reauthor themselves through A.A.’s footing,
and how dominant ideas are reproduced even further beyond the A.A. paradigm. Instead
of Jensen’s calling forward of Bakhtin, O’Halloran claims the literacy events of A.A. in a
very Derridean way, the qualification is “always already” there. A.A. members mutually
regenerate literacy narratives from a common pool of reinscribed rhetorical devices.
These recovery narratives are disseminated as “always already” living within the
enclosures of the organization’s narrativizing materiality.
AA interaction requires positioning oneself with the other participants, all jointly
engaging in the production of altered personal narratives and alignments. Little
that is new is conveyed in AA sharing, but much is retold, amplified, reiterated,
and confirmed. … similar stories are told and similar positions are taken. … the
reiterative, circular flow of interaction in an AA meeting, however, suggests,
coproduction, something more dialogical. Through these processes, the
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interaction expresses, reflects, and determines social relations and meaning
specific to AA (11-12).
O’Halloran is basically saying there’s no need to get creative here, just take from the
rhetorical pool of A.A., and retell. A member can only truly know themselves through the
prescriptiveness of A.A.’s linguistic canon, as it has and continues to be defined by its
own self-regulating principles, traditions, and values of noncontradiction. O’Halloran
goes on to mention how Bill Wilson intention in writing the Twelve Traditions
companion to the co-authored Big Book was a way to ensure “the survival of the
particular nature of AA’s fellowship” (15) while emphasizing the structure be coherent
but “devoid of hierarchy” in the community’s seasoning of shared identity. “AA's
organisational structure is designed exclusively so that members may interact with each
other with equality,” so that it does not uphold anarchic characteristics. Irrevocably,
O’Halloran notes that this is possible as the individual self is decentralized through the
collective voice that co-authors, and “the ultimate authority of God,” that is embraced as
a Christian God47.
Although many members and program literatures have worked hard towards
dismantling the ideas that Alcoholics Anonymous is a fundamentally Christian-based
program, still today, O’Halloran explores how the early oral history of A.A. and its
religiosity “played a formative part” in its survived structure and “institutional
durability48” (23). The A.A. program is immortalized by its own epistemology and

Line from A.A.’s preamble: “A.A. is not allied with any sect, denomination, politics,
organization or institution; does not wish to engage in any controversy, neither endorses
nor opposes any causes.” https://www.aa.org/assets/en_us/smf-92_en.pdf.
48 A.A.’s ties to Christianity is a result of the religiosity of its early members, and early
20th century American society (including Protestantism). While A.A. was once affiliated
47
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dialogism. O’Halloran’s believes that A.A.’s structure is maintained through
“authoritatively formulated propositional beliefs or doctrines” (94). O’Halloran is a bit
more right out of the gate about A.A.’s “permanent success” being a result of Bill
Wilson’s “sensitivity to the reflexive nature of the relationship between institutional
power, discursive practices, and social systems” (95). While O’Halloran does not
blatantly say that Bill Wilson drew up the program’s structure with an outline of
constitutive principles and rules (as the program claims to be a non-hierarchical social
institution), A.A. members have been contributing to and participating in the very
conditioned A.A. Christian underpinning that induces boundaries between the program’s
literature and experiences of the bodies of members as both are forcibly merged in the
“voice in the discourse of A.A.”
O’Halloran even goes on to say that regulating and constraining what is actually
said and done in the rooms, and how people come by A.A. discourse, can result in their
dialogical positionality. If members prove comprehension and application of A.A.’s
knowledge, steps, traditions, and concepts, and can orchestrate the literary tradition of the
program, as it is articulated in the Big Book, these members gain institutional stability and
discursive permanence as they belabor the “common story … which governs their sense
of who they are” (114). The constancy at which members practice their A.A. stability,
“helps maintain symmetry and solidarity between members and newcomers at a time
when there is a clear disparity of knowledge about AA and its practices” (124). This very

with the Oxford Group, a non-denominational spiritual society, A.A. departed ways when
the Oxford Group got involved with public controversy endorsing Hitler’s pro-Nazi
dogma, being Anti-Semitic, and racist, though the myth of that is still being dispelled
today.
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notion is alarming; O’Halloran is not intimidated (at all) by the very idea that “AA
meetings enable the uninterrupted telling of narratives by institutionalising” (181).
Any institutionalized teller, then, whether inside or outside the context of A.A.,
“is a privileged holder of insider knowledge,” as a “uniquely authoritative source whose
version may not be gainsaid … AA’s specialisation in telling personal stories has a
constitutive effect on the turn taking, which is related to AA’s institutional aims” (182).
The discursive space of the A.A. meta-narrative is what O’Halloran constitutes as
members learning how to equip “themselves with identical institutional identities and
roles.”
This is unusual in institutional interaction where participants are equipped with
differing discursive resources reflecting the differences in their institutional
positions, roles, and authority, thereby constituting asymmetrical institutional
interaction that reflects the asymmetrical nature of these roles (186).
O’Halloran argues that the acquisition of the A.A. meta-narrative is overtly intensified by
how members subsume the collective voice and discourse of A.A. over the “sole
authorship of their own voices” (191). Experienced members can articulate the
underpinnings of the A.A. story so long as they continue to practice understanding their
own personal limitations as authors and literary agents. Further, the silencing of their own
“egocentric voices” when “surrendering to A.A.” (196). promotes members’ communal
re-engagement with and allegiance to the authoritative discourse which they’ve learned
how to internalize and cultivate. For me, this very notion necessitates the reduction of
multiple voices to a “discursive submission to the AA group and programme, the
acquisition of collective voices, and a story embedded in a common coherence system …
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giving salience to the voice of the acculturated, experienced AA member over the
reconstructed voices of the past” (209). Moreover, O’Halloran’s flagrantly finalizes his
study with the conviction that the only narrative that is worthy of attention in A.A. is the
one that actualizes the institutionalized narrative structure, “AA’s storied experiential
knowledge” (252-253). This is the very epitome of elevating the patriarchal male in A.A.,
that continues to frame its critical discourse.
ANCHORING A TALE OF ORIGINS: IMITATING THE WHITE-MALE IN THE
CULTURAL CAPITAL OF A.A.

[Figure 11: “Why some people swear by Alcoholics Anonymous - and others despise it,”
by German Lopez, Bettmann Archive, Vox, 2018]
This photo of an early Alcoholics Anonymous meeting visually qualifies the
standing room in the program and the narrative telling that has occurred since. I felt that
it was necessary to pull in scholarship from the field of rhet/comp and writing students, to
work through A.A.’s narrative practice, how the tellers participate in the story, and how
they describe the experiences of who they are in that story, as it relates to the larger
community narrative. In her 2002 study, A Place to Stand: Politics and Persuasion in a
Working-Class Bar, Julie Lindquist explores how rhetorical events are connected to
identity formation through an ethnography of a working-class bar as a community
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literacy space. Lindquist argues that a culture establishes itself as a socioeconomic
structure through which a tradition of narrative grooming occurs that builds into a
cultural capital. As members of a culture build into the cultural capital, this hierarchical
working is what Julie Lindquist calls an “entire social economy” (Lindquist 10). Within
that structure, the story (that gets told) relies heavily on its very hegemonic forces, which
Lindquist suggests is how a culture can be problematizing insular.
I could not have predicted that I would someday want to tell a story about a bar
and the people who made it home, so insular and natural was the world it offered,
so redemptively tautological its architecture of signifiers … the barroom as a
place where people lied to reveal their truths, where the most stunning truths
about my own social world lay just below the surface of the lies they told. The bar
whose story I tell here is as unique as it is representative. As institutions, bars
bespeak, in the language of local truths, the categorical imperatives of workingclass experience in America … agreeably metonymic and forcefully singular (vi,
preface).
While Lindquist is speaking specifically about the rhetorical architecture of a workingclass bar, she is making a larger suggestion that small community spaces come out of
larger categorical forces and exigencies. Fundamentally, a community’s history is
metonymically tied to the recapitulated narrative devices, literacy practices, and
politicized ideologies, materialistic compounds that continue to keep it singular, and
deeply tied to its hegemony.
My original interest in ethnography was to trace the mechanisms by which others
had fallen victim to hegemonic forces of domination and the serendipities that had
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allowed me to escape such a fate. But anyone who has done ethnography knows
that it is difficult to sustain such illusions for long … I was motivated by the urge
to tell the truths that cultural critics by virtue of their own self-righteous and elitist
positions, would never attend to. Neither motivation is a felicitous one; I have
long since modulated my arrogance on both counts: my more modest goal, now,
is to narrate a small part of a cultural process (vii, preface).
When reading this, I remember the moment I realized that I have been part of this type of
socio-economic history, but differently, with the 12-Step program’s cultural capital. My
own participation as a member, a qualitative researcher, and as “dissenter” (Lindquist
10), was something I only began to realize when I became a scholar. I’ve already
participated - in what could be named as unrealized and non-deliberative ethnography; in
hindsight, my active engagement in and observation within the culture of A.A. has been
invested in the larger socio-economic structure of the institution. While recovery was the
rhetorical event that saved my life, its systemic underpinnings have shaped the medium
of this project.
While Lindquist is not writing about Alcoholics Anonymous per se, I apply the
foundation of her work to understanding why 12-Step recovery is so deeply attached it is
early A.A. history, and how present praxis cannot exist without the original story, the
history to “tell a particular kind of story … a story about stories” (10). Alcoholics
Anonymous is its own kind of working-class bar, its socio-historical culture is
distinguished by shared identity, literary knowledge, and cultural traditions. “12-Step
culture” is always engaging with the early literary, oral, and material history of A.A., its
structural determinant. This is how I relate Lindquist’s theoretical framework to A.A.: in
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order to maintain its certain cultural reality, members in A.A. each has had to practice
and relive its origin moment, not only in order for their identity to be verified, but for the
culture’s living history to be “legit.”
People … not only identify themselves socially but also to participate in the
invention of public belief, it becomes necessary to maps some of the social
processes through which cultural realities are invented, affirmed, and revised. To
study the rhetoric of a given social group is, also, inevitably, to consider how that
group establishes relationships between language, culture, and truth … to
understand how that culture establishes itself as culture - how it invents and
sustains it mythologies and what circumstances must obtain in order for these
mythologies to change - as well as to recognize that shifts in public belief are
contingent upon their value in the local marketplace of ideas. Attention to the
particulars of rhetorical practice enable such understandings … all ethnographic
research begins and ends with the problem of culture (4).
This is where Lindquist situates how culture becomes a mechanism for subduing and
managing master “systems of meaning” (4-5). Lindquist suggests that ethnography to be
used as a way to generate new considerations on how a community has been studied, and
how its cultural and social processes should now be studied, literacies as processes,
practices, and expressions of social dynamics. By recognizing how a culture is defined by
its borders, and the way it both embodies and protects its very sites of dissension,
researchers can attempt to understand its commitment to “the story.” “To assume the
narrative constitution of culture, then, is to … think of culture as a fabric of stories.”
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Lindquist explores Bourdieu’s writing on cultural capital (1984) 49 as a way to talk about
how the working-class bar embodies its very own objectified state - how its practices as a
culture keeps itself tied to a larger system of socio-economic forces and hierarchy based
on degrees of power. The practice and social experience of the working-class bar culture,
as it is immersed in its own complex structure, facilitates the very mechanisms of
tradition, socialization, and identity-forming practices that keep individuals grounded
within the social system. In Bordieuan fashion, Lindquist surveys how individuals in the
working-class bar learn how to master the cultural capital in the simple acts of
communicating and playing within the linguistic system, how a member presents
themself, as they recognize the institution, continues to qualify them as a part of, as
community members.
A.A., for instance, participates in the greatest function of institutionalized cultural
capital (Bourdieu) as the program’s narrative component has become the primary
marketing tool that expresses its heuristic. In a Marxist frame, the producers and
consumers of this cultural capital continue to buy into the very manifestation that
attracted them in the first place. Lindquist positions this within her study, as a way to
legitimize how arbitrary language can be in maintaining a particular (class) culture’s
structure. Though she extends her reasoning into the political sphere, with how the bar’s
group identity is also centered around particular class political ideologies, Lindquist
argues that this can make for a balanced rhetorical model. While individual identities
within the structure can be nebulous and conflicting, the cultural capital disseminates.

For more information on Bourdieu’s writing on cultural capital, see Bourdieu P.,
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Harvard University Press, 1984.
Print.
49
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Therefore, culture becomes the primary function of the system, especially when its
members or players elucidate and convey the community’s significance to its own history
to insiders and outsiders.
A.A., as a marginalized social group of experience, has created distinct cultural
capital that has been managed by its dominant ideologies and traditions. The members
within AA practice language and perform in both within and beyond the meeting spaces,
which enables this cultural practice, identity, and narrative to take structural construction
and still somehow be tightly managed in the public sphere. Language as the primary
embodied tool within the AA’s cultural context frames meaning so that members learn
how to perform and use rhetoric as not only communicative practice but for signification;
this could be described as AA lexicon, a very strategic discourse that is tied to the
organization’s ideologies. The value of these linguistic practices and the maintenance of
the organization’s cultural artifacts is what Bourdieu defines as “cultural capital,” and in
order for the system of this cultural group to successfully continue to perform, it depends
on its internal structure, the institution’s hierarchy of power that deliberates how
members, or players, continue to act and interact within it. Like the working-class bar, the
A.A. program could (never) not exist without the original socio-economic, historical, and
political forces that motivated it, which is why members work so effortlessly to protect its
borders through traditions, concepts, and other ritualized formalities. That stringent
materiality is the only reason recovery culture continues to emerge and endure; it would
be difficult to argue, let alone imagine that recovery culture can be conditioned without
reliance on those dominant structures and distinctive ideologies. The embodied
experience of understanding culture as narrative formation is to see the culture as “critical
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to the study … of shared cultural experiences (as the narrative processes and products of
these experiences) are linked to material conditions, that what happens at the local level
manifests what is structural and systemic” (5). Ergo, members know that A.A. would no
longer exist if the organization ever decided to discard that historical materiality.
As both an insider and a dissenter thinking about positionality, I have to work
through the social, cultural, and epistemological experiences of A.A.; my observation and
active participation have helped me come to understand how the organization was a
cultural literacy event, an American phenomenon, whose legacy continues to shape its
own history. The legacy of A.A.’s narrative is systemically located within the way
American society has been informed about alcoholism since the 1930s. Alcoholics
Anonymous started a history of telling how the story of alcoholism recovery began and
how it continues to exist in larger communities and spaces across the nation, and even
further - globally. As a cultural narrative that shaped America during the early twentieth
century, knowledge has been constructed through the ways the organization’s ideologies
continue to be energized through members' use and play with public discourse. Any story
or narrative that’s not related to this rhetorical work is pushed to the margins; because the
structure of AA seemingly set the trend of recovery culture in America, any recovery
literacy or cultural semantics continue to be tightly held by that garrison. Therefore,
members are not the only cultural consumers, but society at large has bought into the
story, an A.A. has monopolized on its own sociolinguistic power of recovery storytelling.
From Lindquist’s study, I began to disentangle and debunk the social misnomers
of Alcoholics Anonymous and 12-Step recovery, but it is in The Recovering: Intoxication
and Its Aftermath, that Leslie Jamison critiques the culminating cultural history, media
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representation, and literary criticism that has centered around the traditional addiction
narrative, as being “always a story that has already been told.” As I began reading
Jamison’s memoir, I turned to online book reviews to see what popular press had to say,
because it felt like every other recovery memoir I’ve read, and every other addiction
movie I had seen, especially evoking a very early 2000s 28 Days. Dwight Garner50 shares
his indifference toward the memoir Jamison developed from her Yale dissertation, “The
Recovered: Addiction and Sincerity in 20th Century American Literature.”
This material has been hashed over many times in previous books, and in the first
half of “The Recovering” Jamison brings little that’s new to this discussion. You
frequently feel you’re reading filler; mental sawdust … Jamison joins Alcoholics
Anonymous and, after a relapse, gets sober. She is a powerful describer of the
kind of community she enters in A.A. meetings. She evokes the church basements
and Styrofoam cups of coffee and day-old pastries as well as any writer since
David Foster Wallace.
Garner makes a point to highlight the way she romanticizes the rosiness of sobriety,
denoting the larger recovery story of redemption that is always anticipated in America.
Jamison examines the tropes of the American recovery story genre, and its reception in
both written text and other media forms, and how the genre of recovery narratives has
played into the copious narrative telling and ways of composing addiction recovery
which continues to resignal certain notions about identity, culture, gender, and more.

Garner, Dwight. “Leslie Jamison’s Memoir Finds Its Footing in Sobriety.” 2 April
2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/02/books/review-recovering-lesliejamison.html. Accessed 19 October 2020.
50
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Jamison offers the exegesis of the “illusion of singularity” through the process of sharing
her own experience with practicing the telling of her recovery.
In my own sobriety, I’d given up on that impossible ideal of saying what had
never been said, but I also believed every unoriginal idea could be reborn in the
particularity of any given life (307).
Jamison discusses how the pluralization of self in Alcoholics Anonymous through the
collective voice of the white, middle-class early 20th century American men, is the kind
of narrative telling that promises salvation. Jamison’s unfaltering palaver revisits the
notion that the addiction recovery narrative has not only been shaped by artistic geniuses
(such as Jean Rhys, Raymond Carver, David Foster Wallace, et. al.) but has most
certainly been greatly governed by 12-Step recovery being the larger denominator of the
recovery story in many community spaces across various platforms. Jamison’s own
observation of the sloganeering recovery narrative structure in A.A. is not as singular as
she may have intended or hoped it to be. “Every meeting was a chorus. You got to know
the regulars” (199). Jamison’s embedded 12-Step recovery story was just what I expected
it to be, with just a bit more academic flare.
Reading Jamison’s memoir complimented my understanding of the archetypal
narrative structure of 12-Step qualification as it situates itself in the collective id of
Alcoholics Anonymous. I was able to relate to Jamison’s struggle with trying not to
bluntly break anonymity, especially during the moments when she termed “recovery” in
the place of A.A., while also calling forward other signaling 12-Step recovery cultural
practices and ideas.
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Before the meeting, I had imagined what might happen after it was done: People
would compliment my story or the way I’d told it, and I’d demur, … trying not to
make too big a deal out of it … my humility imperiled by my storytelling
prowess. I practiced with note cards beforehand, though I didn’t use them when I
spoke -- because I didn’t want to make it seem like I’d been practicing (7-8).
Jamison describes the fear every member has of getting the story wrong in A.A. The
community’s attention to practicing the singular A.A. qualification has been made clear
again through its “practiced narrative grooves” and patriarchal rules.
I began to realize why it was important to have a script, a set of motions you
followed: First we’ll say this invocation. Then we’ll read from this book. Then
we’ll raise hands. It meant you didn’t have to build the rituals of fellowship from
scratch. You lived in the caves and hollows of what had worked before. You
weren’t responsible for what got said, because you were all parts of a machine
bigger than anyone of you, and older than anyone’s sobriety. Cliches were the
dialect of that machine, it’s ancient tongue: Feelings aren’t facts. Sometimes the
solution has nothing to do with the problem. Maybe stopping drinking didn’t have
to do with introspection but paying attention to everything else. … I liked being in
control of when I was going to speak. I always worried I didn’t have anything
useful to say (195-196).
Like Jamison, I grapple with my own statement because if there was no set story in A.A.,
who the hell knows what would be talked about.
The tedious architecture and tawdry self-congratulation of a redemption story: It
hurt. It got worse. I got better. … I wanted to tell them that I was writing a book
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… about the way an addiction story can make you think, I’ve heard that story
before, before you’ve even heard it. I wanted to tell them I was trying to write a
book about the ways addiction is a hard story to tell, because addiction is always a
story that has already been told, because it inevitably repeats itself, because it
grinds down - ultimately, for everyone - to the same demolish and reductive and
recycled core: Desire. Use. Repeat. … In recovery, I found a community that
resisted what I’d always been told about stories - that they had to be unique suggesting instead that a story was most useful when it wasn’t unique at all, when
it understood itself as something that had been lived before and would be lived
again. Our stories were valuable because of this redundancy, not despite it.
Originality wasn’t the ideal, and beauty wasn’t the point. When I decided to write
a book about recovery, I didn’t want to make it singular. Nothing about recovery
had been singular. I needed the first-person plural, because recovery had been
about immersion in the lives of others. Finding the first-person plural meant
spending time in archives and interviews, so I could write a book that might work
like a meeting -- that would place my story alongside the stories of others. I could
not handle this alone. That had already been said (8-9).
While the recapitulated and revised versions quilt into one another, as Jamison states in
her book, the stories are not unique; the audience is always already - whether in A.A.
meetings or in the larger non-A.A./recovery public - expecting that redemption story. So,
how does one say what has not already been said? “You just told my story. Thank you”
(295). One could argue that different versions of the recovery story are told, and I do
think this is true as it relates to spaces, audiences, and locations of the addiction
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narrativizing acts. I agree with Jamison that there is a social agenda with who is doing the
telling of the recovery story, and who is participating or hearing or reading these
narratives. But this notion is quite contentious. Though it isn’t explicitly stated in the
mainstream, the culture of A.A. has embraced this means of sobriety and recovery
narrative telling as the only way, with the genre of the redemption story as the cure-all
(which was earlier explored in Jensen’s Bakhtinian review of A.A. qualifying practices).
The blueprint of the programmatic recovery story has been historically and societally
barred beyond A.A.’s walls.
Jamison individualizes her experience with A.A. narrative telling by talking about
how she prefers “the drunkalogue” tale (newcomer/pre-steps) over “the qualification”
share (seasoned old-timer/solution-based), and reckons that both types of the A.A.
narratives are identity-forming sites. “I wanted a story I could get sober in” (297).
But I love drunkalogues. I couldn’t get enough of them. They were like getting
dessert before dinner. Sure, they were all the same. But they were all different, too
- insofar as every particular life manifested and disrupted the common themes in
its own way. Drunkalogues were also useful because they reminded me of certain
absences it was easy to take for granted after they’d been absent for a while: not
waking up early with a hangover, or not thinking about booze every minute, every
hour, every day; a type of progress that depended on not being aware of it (293).
Because of A.A.’s clinging to its fraternal literary tradition, A.A. drunkalogues are the
least favorable type of qualifications one wants to hear in meetings, and one even tries to
dare tell. Jamison’s argument becomes complex as she goes on to review the notion that

152

the A.A. recovery moment intended to anchor a tale of origins with the Bill Wilson story
at the root of A.A.’s folklore.
Bill Wilson never wanted his own story to become more important than the
stories of others, even though the fact remained: His sobriety was the original
legend (197).
Jamison goes on to say that A.A. envisioned a regenerative schema of sober identity that
is not a “replica of the prior self … it’s just a strategy of survival.” Everyone in America
knows that the picture of recovery, and the culture of recovery genre storytelling, both
signify reclamation, retribution, and healing.
The program’s twelve steps have become famous, reaching from surrender to
confession: admitting that your life has become unmanageable … reaching out to
help others … In this way - in this ongoingness - the steps are never done …
‘witness authority’, meaning the way other AA members offer - by sharing their
experiences - a lived authority distinct (204-205).
This manifestation of A.A.’s social infrastructure has become a narrativizing mechanism
for our society’s monopoly on alcoholics and addicts. You can’t read a book or watch a
TV show or movie today without already knowing the cultural practices of the program. I
came into A.A. expecting to be rewarded for abstinence, with “poker chips and birthday
cake, with a room of people clapping for your ninetieth day, your first year, your
thirtieth,” (205) because of the recovery story that was made accessible to me through the
film industry - e.g., 28 Days, When A Man Loves a Woman, etc. I knew meetings were
going to be a place that would be for people like me, “who need to hear themselves
confessing.
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Like Jamison, I immediately felt that I was too smart for A.A. in the way that I too
found the slogans, literature, and oral practices to be “too reductive or its narratives too
simple” (206). Jamison leans into the A.A. warning that when one considers oneself the
exception, or different, or unique in A.A, this is a call to the ego. The common story is
one’s story, any marginal individualized account would complicate the community
narrative, thereby resisting a member’s personalized act of revising it. She terms the A.A.
qualification as a “triptych structure: what it was like (your drinking), what happened
(why you stopped), what it’s like now (your sobriety),” (221) in order to show the
importance of community storytelling and how she found her own voice in it. But here is
another moment where readers could see her struggle with the diminutive practice of
trying to make one’s story the same as others, where members also learned how to
pressure “one another to tell them the same way.”
Cliches were one of the hardest parts of my early days in recovery. I cringed at
their singsong cadences. ‘Meeting makers make it. It’s the first drink that gets you
drunk. Take the cotton out of your ears and put it in your mouth.’ At meetings, I
hated when other people abandoned narrative particularity in their stories … - I
was sick and tired of being sick and tired. … Cliches were like blights, refusals of
clarity and nuance, an insistence on soft-focus greeting-card wisdom: This too
shall pass … Keep it simple was one of the cliches I struggled with the most. I’d
never thought there was anything simple about me, or anyone else. I’d never
thought there was anything simple about me, or the insistence on simplicity
seemed like part of AA’s larger insistence that we were all the same, which was
basically a way of saying fuck you to my entire value system. My whole life I’d
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been taught that something was good because it was original - that singularity was
the driving engine of value (222).
In meetings, I learned how to become equipped with slogans and cliches, the program’s
lexicon, to not only maintain my membership in the program, but to learn how to tell my
recovery story in the stratum of Bill Wilson’s voice, the erasure of my own pre-recovery.
Giving up on singularity was like given up on the edges of my own body. What
would I be, if I wasn’t singular? What was identity if it wasn’t fundamentally a
question of difference? What defined a voice if not distinction? … The paradox of
recovery stories, I was learning, was that you were supposed to relinquish your
ego by authoring a story in which you also starred. It was a paradox made
possible by the acknowledgment of commonality: I happen to be at the center of
this story, but anyone could be … Many of us thought we were special. The plural
subject already holds the argument: Even the belief in singularity is common. …
The premise itself insists that our stories are the same, and that this isn’t a bad
thing (312-313).
Similar to Jamison, I am a writer, thinker, and academic, the individual story is always an
act of self-expression, and I’ve always wanted to tell it. But when I came to A.A., I was
reminded that my story could be “anyone’s story” (312).
“I CAN’T, HE CAN, I’LL LET HIM”: PROTECTING THE MASTER OF A.A.

[Figure 12: “Why some people swear by Alcoholics Anonymous - and others despise it,”
by German Lopez, Dwayne Howell, Denver Post, Vox, 2018]
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The alcoholic’s experience in recovery is not only emphasized by the A.A.
institution alone, but its long-held historical tradition in American culture and the system
of narrativizing that has defined it; A.A. has its own folklore. In the cultural context of
A.A., members are expected to (or should) share the history, message, and experience of
the program interchangeably within the structure’s borders. In other words, passing down
shared knowledge and cultural identity to new members, younger generations.
Communities and cultures survive upon this basic principle. Once I began to see the
system of A.A., I reflected on my knowledge of the program’s systemizing before I got
sober, and my understanding of its literacy legacy only grew as I began to cultivate
myself as a literacy scholar. I became increasingly aware of the adverse stereotypes and
stigmas about alcoholics and addicts, especially other non-12-Step narratives placed upon
recovery community members by various external sources (not limited to other self-help
programs, professionals, media, film, news, etc.). But I also became aware of how
interconnected my experience in the program was to the generations that preceded me,
and the generations that were going to follow. In addition, having studied issues of
power, privilege, and access in higher-ed and rhet/comp, has given me the footing to
suggest that the sometimes prescribed “evangelistic” literacy practices in Alcoholics
Anonymous can reduce and disempower identities within its institutionalized structure. I
spent this chapter reinterpreting my experience and storying in the program as both relate
to the context of the qualification paradigm narrative. Perhaps a way to deconstruct the
stereotypes of A.A. folklore, and the stigmas of alcoholics (and addicts) beyond the
ritualized narrative that they co-practice within 12-Step recovery spaces, is to stretch the
borders of their storytelling into other liberatory co-constructed spaces where members
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can engender an extended (maybe non-limiting) public community dialogue outside the
walls of A.A. (See Chapter 4).
Dissent in A.A. is discouraged; usually any personal conflicts with the A.A. are
chalked up to unresolved resentments (resentment in the number one offender) or issues
of personalities before principles. Dissent does not always indicate a revolution, but as
far as A.A. is concerned its reception can be influential on the organization, going against
the message, trying to cause harm, or acting as a “bleeding deacon.” Helping other
alcoholics by sharing qualifications within 12-Step recovery is foundational, but it can be
limiting in the way the 12-Step structure can reduce personal agency, where members are
denied their own narrative choices or personalized literacy practices by effortlessly trying
to recreate the originating qualification narrative (as outlined in the Big Book, Chapter 1:
“Bill’s Story”). The program - A.A. literary history and its tradition has served the
majority - the group conscience, but again, this is where I argue that the silence voices
and identities want to dissent but choose not to in fear of organizational decline or
inefficacy. This is a way that 12-Step recovery culture has obscurely kept members
within an “American folk system” that has been “defining and classifying alcoholics”
(Jamison). Within the allegorical structure, membership is hinged on the invisible rules of
language, custom, and identity as it relates to the historic birth moment of A.A. in 1935.
As a result, “the recovery story” has become the epistemic product of the positioning of
members as insiders of this cultural textuality, “all human systems are symbolic” (Richter
1321), as they play with the metanarrative. While it is clear that the speakers, or
qualifiers, are addressing other alcoholics and members, there are limits, boundaries, and
risks as knowledge within A.A. is constructed and reinvented discursively in Foucauldian
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fashion. A.A.’s episteme speaks into the notion of how knowledge and power can coexist within a structure, “In any given culture and at any given moment, there is always
only one episteme that defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge,” (Foucault
168) denoting how the “built in” and even silent rules continue to enable the structure’s
ideologies. Any notion that contradicts or infiltrates the functions of discourse in that
structure or in those spaces will spark disunity, and this carries to the scholarly texts
about A.A.
After writing this chapter, and processing these texts, I am reflecting on who I am
as a present member in A.A. and as a scholar of A.A. I grew up in and attended Catholic
school from the ages of 4 to 21, primary, high school, and university, so when I entered
A.A. in 2011, I was welcomed by the familiarity of religiosity and indoctrination; I’ve
already had an intimate relationship with church basements. Practicing dogma and rigid
ideologies was familiar to me, and I was grateful to be in a place where others understood
me. It wasn’t until my latter years of recovery when I began to see and question A.A.
hegemony because of the work I was doing as a scholar. I began to lay low in the rooms,
even though I enjoyed being an active member of and loved my recovery community. As
I was writing this chapter, I chose to leave my homegroup which I was committed to in
service for the last three years because it became a space that did not align with my
personal beliefs and values. And a particular sexist and misogynist incident occurred,
harming one of our peer woman members, my friend, and it called forward all the
microaggressions that I swept up under the rug for years, instances of being sexualized or
preyed upon by male members (especially by patriarchal old-timers), being told that
when I’m done batting for the other team, they’ll be waiting for me, mansplained during
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business meetings, and other gross occurrences. A lot of these horrifically problematizing
scenarios have been deflected with, “A.A. is not a bed of mental health,” “the alcoholic is
sick and suffering,” “take what you need leave the rest,” or by its other tyrannizing
patriarchal clichés. I actively made the decision to stay in A.A. because the program
worked for me, and it still does, and the fact is, that as a result of the work I’ve done in
A.A. and my recovery, and as a scholar, I am able to have more clarity and selfawareness.
I’ve read the Big Book quite a few times, and I’ve had the opportunity to sponsor
a lot of women and take them through, especially Queer and Lesbian women. The Big
Book is sexist and misogynistic, and religious indeed. My perspective on its literary
tradition has shifted greatly not because of the cynicism that people (men) say comes
with being a feminist or an academic (“of the intellectual variety in A.A.”), but because I
lived my entire life before becoming an academic and working in rhet and comp being
submissive, not questioning, not challenging the rules, staying in my place as a woman.
Coming out as a Lesbian, though before recovery, helped me to deprogram everything I
was taught about being a person in the world, being a woman, by society, by my
community, by my family, by my schools, by my teachers, and so forth. Recovery taught
me how to find my voice, but once I became a rhet and comp scholar, I began to see that
my voice was silenced by the structure, always to be performed in isolation because of
the program’s literacy borders and boundaries. Having had experience serving A.A. in
various positions over the years in my area’s Intergroup, and General Service Area, I
realized that through my membership and commitment to service, I at times have been a
gatekeeper. I also learned how to master code-switching, how to talk about A.A. in A.A.,
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and how to talk about A.A. outside to help others, and even how to critique A.A. as an
institution in academia.
This dissertation project does not ride the wave of “cancel culture,” or anti-man in
A.A., but for me to be aware of the sexism, racism, homophobia, and misogyny in the
program, and in the writing about the program, and not bring attention to it, would be
nothing more than complacency and complicitness, which are notions A.A. actually
encourages recovered alcoholics to continually take inventory and grow through. This is
not about me being critical with the program, or having a resentment with A.A., I am
committed to my roots in the community, but I am having a hard time overlooking a lot
of its problems and issues because of the work I am doing on a daily basis as a rhet/comp
scholar and a socially-just instructor. I would not tolerate misogynistic, racist, sexist, or
homophobic language practices in my personal and professional spaces, why should I be
okay it in a space that is supposed to be safe, equitable, and spiritual? And the fact that
the program continues to prioritize cisgender male pronouns, which stems from our
inherently biased societal structure in America, I can’t swallow or disregard that current
members are okay with preserving its paternal religiosity (how no matter where you go to
A.A., God is still predominantly gendered and referred to and interpreted as a “he”). The
history and bedrock of A.A. can still exist and will still be okay without this male-centric
literacy display.
Even as I was writing this chapter, I wondered at times if qualifying in A.A. could
exist without the contextual history and rigid culture of its original authors. A.A.
episteme drives members to contextualize and retell the universal qualification narrative
(again and again, the byproduct of the organization’s discourse and history), in order to
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maintain a salable narrative, leaving little room for interpretation or innovation because
as in American society, the patriarchy must always be preserved. There were many
women who helped in the founding of A.A., who have been excluded from its literary
tradition, a few of their qualification have been anonymously included in the back of the
Big Book, in the personal stories section (which is not really personal, I will get more into
that in Chapter 3). The only chapter where women are actually included in the first
section of the Big Book is in the chapter, “To Wives,” (which I previously alluded to in
the section about Daniell’s literacy study) claiming the domesticity of women in
patriarchal society. And I am not the first person to participate in A.A. who also finds it
alarmingly oppressive and patriarchal, we internalize it to survive within the system. In
the 2014 Psychology Today article, “AA’s Male Culture,” Dr. Stanton Peele writes,
“When I tried to bring up the incredibly biased language in the texts, they told me it was
just the use of the generic ‘he’ that was bothering me. I think a man who was referred to
by a generic ‘she’ would be insulted.” I loved that Dr. Peele said that because to be
feminist in A.A. is to be unliked, to learn how to “suppress that thinking” in A.A.,
especially if you were a woman. Dr. Peele goes on to discuss one particular piece of A.A.
literature, the brochure titled “A.A. for the Woman,” which contains the following
question, “Do you plan in advance to reward yourself with a little drinking after you’ve
worked very hard in the house?” So many things are wrong with that pamphlet! But I
briefly mention Dr. Peele’s perspective as a way for me to close this chapter and for the
need for me to continue studying the ideological roots of A.A. in its other literature
beyond the 1-164 and the qualification narrative. As a Lesbian feminist in A.A., and as a
recovery literacy scholar, I am trying to imagine a way for this dialogue to create a ripple
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in studying and challenging the capitalist patriarchal culture that A.A. has maintained.
Let’s reframe A.A.’s literary history through intersectional feminist perspective not as a
way to rewrite the 12-Step recovery program, but to include all voices within its
textuality. As I move into the next chapter, I offer a counter-retelling of A.A.’s history by
interpreting how the knowledge and history of some of A.A.’s early Queer, gay, or
Lesbian members contributed to its literary and cultural history, while also studying how
its members embody its patriarchal literary tradition without knowing this. This will
allow me to highlight the current body politic in A.A. and explore the erasure of members
who might not fit neatly into the separate categories, or “special interests” of A.A.’s
appendaged literatures.
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CHAPTER 3 - COMING OUT IN CHURCH BASEMENTS:
SEEING MYSELF IN THE ROOMS, SPACES, AND PUBLICATIONS IN A.A.
“Everybody was scared witless that something or somebody would capsize the boat and
dump us all back into the drink … the sum of our anxiety and fear. We were resolved to
admit nobody to A.A. but that hypothetical class of people we termed ‘pure alcoholics.’
Except for their guzzling, and the unfortunate results thereof, they could have no other
complications. So beggars, tramps, asylum inmates, prisoners, Queers, plain crackpots,
and fallen women were definitely out. Yes sir, we’d cater only to pure and respectable
alcoholics! Any others would surely destroy us. Besides, if we took in those odd ones,
what would decent people say about us? We built a fine mesh fence right around A.A. …
we old-timers were pretty intolerant. … Well, we were frightened. … How could we know
that thousands of these sometimes-frightening people were to make astonishing
recoveries and become our greatest workers … Could any then imagine a society which
would include every conceivable kind of character, and cut across every barrier of race,
creed, politics … So the hand of Providence early gave us a sign that any alcoholic is a
member of our Society when he says so.” Bill Wilson, Twelve Steps and Twelve
Traditions, pp. 139-145
INTRODUCTION: “BE PART OF THE SOLUTION, NOT THE PROBLEM”:
HOW TO GET THE WHITE MAN IN A.A. OUT OF MY HEAD

[Figure 13: “Man on the Bed” portrait (1956), created by Robert M., an artist and
volunteer illustrator for The Grapevine to represent A.A. member #3, and the “true
alcoholic”]
As my epigraph from Bill Wilson reveals, early AA-ers expressed their anxieties
and concerns about allowing Persons of Color, Women, and “Queers” into the program,
and debated over who the “true alcoholic” was (the white man, family man, businessman,
etc.) To this day, A.A. literature, its culture, its society, and its members continue to look
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to the male member’s authoritative voice, as in the white-male patriarchal voice of the
old-timer, or “elder statesman.” Members come to understand that the quintessential
voice, the cadence of the person who should or can speak and perform, is the patriarchal
rhetor. Or members “pass” enough to mirror this voice. The political and cultural
implications of this are seen in how A.A. continues to recompose its constrained
rhetorical history through all of its literacy and literary practices. As I describe in
Chapters 1 and 2, I recognize that in many places where A.A. occurs, the cisgender
white-male voice and experience towers over other members and identities in the
program, and I highlight in this dissertation that this continues to be the biggest problem
of A.A.’s rhetorical tradition. Throughout this chapter, I italicize certain words and
phrases that signify A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse while playing
with A.A.’s community literacy and sloganeering, paraphrasing the Big Book and other
publications to challenge the belief system and hypocritical language of the community’s
culture and literature practices.
A.A. members are also expected and made conscious of the responsibility to
“carry the message” to disseminate the program’s rhetorical history and practices, and
usually do so without lending any criticism towards the structure or seeking to harm it in
any way, otherwise it will perish. Maintaining anonymity and protecting the organization
is not only the embodiment of self-sacrifice but the trademark of humility; only the
notion of A.A.’s ego-centric, self-centered “power-drivers” are interested in doing
otherwise, those focused on the self not the whole in A.A. Because A.A.’s institutional
structure proliferates liminal narratives and Queer-phobic ideologies, through
sponsorship, qualifying, and how the narrative takes priority over the actual story. This
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chapter responds to the limitations of A.A.’s literacy and literary tradition in including
and/or making room for Queer51 subjectivities (and the meager ways A.A.’s hegemony
has not acknowledged them). I consider the effects of A.A.’s privileging of the
patriarchal discourse and efforts to conceal LGBTQ+ experiences because those were the
times52 or, for the good of others, though the program warns against keeping secrets,
saying, we are sick as our secrets.
In thinking about the borders of A.A.’s LGBTQ+ archival history, members
normatively forged their identities under the program’s principle of “unity” until the end
of the 20th century. In the early days of A.A., LGBTQ+ members stayed in the closet to
protect the program from additional stigmas. Queer members also chose to stay in the
closet to be able to have access to A.A., and though Queer members found each other,
they celebrated their Queerness in their own gatherings or secret meetings. This is a form
of oppression: the lack of integrating LGBTQs+ experiences into A.A.’s standard social
practices reiterate the program’s socio-cultural hierarchy. For members, it’s easier to
perform and reproduce the existing hegemonic cultural context of A.A., I believe this is
why the structure has survived so long. As I researched this project, I realized that
throughout my entire recovery journey within the program, I, too, have worn and
depended upon its culturally conservative collectivity, which not only neglected my
identity but also subjugated it, as well.

To clarify, the terms “Queer” and “LGBTQ+” (including “GNC”) are used
interchangeably. I personally, use the terms Queer and LGBTQ+ interchangeably. I am
utilizing the term Queer as an umbrella term to include all LGBTQIAP+, Non-Binary,
and Gender Non-Conforming identities represented inside and outside the community
acronym.
52 Throughout this chapter, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a play
on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
51
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This chapter explores how and why it has been important for LGBTQs+/GNC53
members of A.A. to rearticulate and redefine their recovery stories and lived experiences
within the community using language descriptors and identity practices that stand in
opposition to the traditional cisgendered heteropatriarchal narrative that has been
manufactured and marketed by the dominant culture and within A.A.’s rooms. I argue
that the heteropatriarchal power identity in A.A. has impinged on society’s understanding
of 12 Step recovery culture, especially as it relates to what kind of stories
LGBTQ+s/GNC members get to tell and in what spaces they get to do so (and how they
get to do so). Just because (all) members share the foundation of A.A. discourse and
recovery knowledge does not mean that all are included in A.A.’s message, or in A.A.’s
heteropatriarchal language system. Therefore, it’s important to recognize A.A.’s Queer
rhetorical history so that we can see how even the current pamphlets, articles, and texts
return to this framing, and how Queer bodies are expected to move through the program’s
normativized and narrativized discourse.
In Beth Freeman’s 1989 article, “Twelve Steps Anonymous,” in Off Our Backs (a
Women’s news journal), she asserts that it’s important for people, especially feminists to
question implicitousness within institutions that insist upon hegemonic power.
Twelve-Steppers have in many ways transformed the original AA, and yet the
over prohibition on criticising the program or the words of its members points in
the direction of safety at the expense of dynamism (Freeman 20).
This quote speaks directly to the A.A. program’s oppressive social expectations, within
which members struggled with, “dismantling the institution, the structure, and its laws.”

53

The GNC acronym stands for “Gender Non-Conforming.”

166

Freeman specifically addresses the program’s means of fostering hierarchy that act “in
opposition to feminist concerns,” and claims that the program’s ideologies are “in direct
conflict with the political gains of the last twenty years” (20). Additionally, whether
members identify as feminist or not, I believe this is why many non-hegemonic members
have come forward to address the dualism of A.A.’s structure and program. It’s not that
A.A. has lacked vision, but follow-through has been extremely obtuse.
After nine years of sobriety, I made my first “Women and Gender NonConforming” meeting, that was Trans-friendly and Trans-welcoming, and
intersectionally-feminist, and following that, I have started making LGBTQ+ meetings. A
sober friend said to me that she couldn’t believe that I had not attended LGBTQ+
meetings before, especially because of what my research is about beyond my personal
experience in recovery. Queer meetings are so inclusive, so much more diversely and
democratically structured. The meetings begin with welcoming statements, name and
pronoun sharing, and other identifying practices that almost but never occur in non-Queer
meetings. But, despite my saying that I identify as a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian in
both my personal life and in A.A., I’ve spent most of my entire recovery fostering the
hierarchy that is what Freeman denotes as being antithetical to “feminist concerns.” As I
have already said, this chapter poses an intervention: studying how Queer history and
storytelling has been considered antinormative and has been resisted as a narrative frame
in institutional Alcoholics Anonymous and the ways this has been limiting for me
experientially. Learning how these Queer voices, stories, and texts have participated in
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what Polly Thistlewaite54 calls a “tradition of archival cloaking and exclusion.” I suggest
that even keeping LGBTQ+ narratives in the closet within A.A.’s institutional
collections, has been a way to protect the program by suppressing non-normative voices
and bodies. In “Love in a Hall of Mirrors,” Jean Bessette says that this forcing of Queer
archives into an epistemology of closets, evoking Sedgiwck’s a silence that speaks is a
“telling secret,” is a way to not archive all stories, but a story.
In official archives, closeting is something that happens to Queer materials when
they are discarded, distributed across the archive (unlocatable as Queer materials
as such), or simply hidden, unclassified, in a back room. The closeting of Queer
materials in official archives says something about the epistemology of archival
classification systems as they conceal and silence nonnormative ways of living…
(99).
Just as Bessette describes the attempted, deliberate erasure of Queer bodies, voices, and
stories in A.A. has left little room for historians, archivists, and members to ask what
history is missing because no one has considered really researching the history of
Queerness in A.A. until the later years of its legacy. No one thought to look for it unless
they were part of the LGBTQ+ community themselves. Anyone else wouldn’t know how
to begin asking those questions.
As I trace the erasure of Queer bodies since A.A.’s early history, I specifically
focus on the efforts of LGBTQ+ activism and advocacy in the program. While LGBTQ+,
Gender Non-Conforming, and Non-Binary advocacy is also racially inclusive and

Polly Thistlewaite was an archivist, “archivette,” and former librarian who wrote an
article in the Gay Community News, in February of 1995 about Gay and Lesbian
invisibility in institutional collections.
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intersectional to BIPOC, it does not automatically factor in the larger BIPOC
representation and/or visibility in Alcoholics Anonymous. As a feminist in A.A., and my
position and experience as a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian (white woman), has
unquestionably made me aware of how my body has been read by its institutional
players. As a Queer subject in the program, it wasn’t until I came across texts that
articulated my experience that I began to value these intersections of my identity. The
A.A. Grapevine, “meeting in print,” and other printed literature, in addition to new or
revised A.A. pamphlets, prove how members are shedding light on the need to evolve
regardless of the hegemonic players. Within A.A.’s dominant culture, no one wants to
make any “real changes” in fear of hurting or altering the program’s history or efficacy.
A good number of LGBTQ+ members in the program are included in the group of those
who don’t want (to seek) change. This demonstrates how deeply members have
internalized the institution’s rigidity (and problems). This unconscious bias blind spot has
played an important role in the normative history of A.A.’s embedded socio-cultural and
systemic oppression.
This was my very experience walking into A.A. meetings in the culturally
conservative Staten Island community, and it made my skin crawl. I was in and out of the
program for two years because of the “God thing.” I had a lot of fear, resentment, and
trauma from religious shaming when I came out. But because I also grew up in the
Catholic faith, attended Catholic school my entire life, straight through university,
indoctrination and dogma were familiar to me. LGBTQ+s meetings on Staten Island were
nonexistent. If I hadn’t been so afraid of dying, believing that my next drink would kill
me, my experience with A.A. would have never happened. But at the beginning of my
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recovery journey in the program, I did not have the language or lenses to decipher the
layers of power and knowledge-making practices that were prioritized. This was all I
knew, because of my entire life’s encounters, my identity construction experience in
various patriarchal institutional settings. I realized that most LGBTQ+, GNC, and NonBinary folks in A.A. have spent most of their recovery journeys attending meetings in
church basements, which, frankly speaking, (and historically speaking), would not seem
very safe for Queer members. It was in writing this chapter that I began to truly unlearn
and deprogram from how I was inculcated with A.A.’s cultural subset, which is not
representative of all, in A.A. Because personal politics always seem to find their way into
the rooms, especially meetings located in culturally conservative areas (though A.A. does
not subscribe to public controversy), LGBTQ+, GNC, and Queer lives, experiences, and
stories have not really been a community concern, until more recent years. I believe that
visibility has only become possible because of Queer members making it a community
concern, as a way to unmask the program’s hidden oppression. “Queerness cracks and
cleaves the normativity we wish to critique” (Bessette xii).
The LGBTQ+ community has always experienced a level of oppression by
dominant culture beyond and in addition to the stigmas of addiction. When Queer persons
enter A.A., they learn how to blend in first within the program’s hegemony before
seeking spaces that advocate for their individualized experiences, a.k.a. “special interest”
groups. As a out-Lesbian entering A.A. spaces, I learned quickly how to blend in with the
crowd. I didn’t have a choice because in A.A. I got sober. But really, I didn’t know I had
a choice at that time. I was barely an agent of change in my own life.
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What came out of that experience was years of tolerance and pausing and taking
in deep breaths around old-timers, white-male members, and other patriarchal
gatekeepers who pressured marginal identities to the immutable formalized culture of
A.A. I was focused on maintaining respect and working towards humility, because the
program saved my life. There are no rules in A.A., but in certain spaces of A.A., there
are. Sponsorship complicates this because the power dynamics and authoritarian nature of
some (many) sponsor-sponsee relationships encompass this tradition. Anything that
challenges the hegemonic culture of A.A. is usually written off with the idea that person
simply lacks humility, going back to the Christian redemption story. In my experience,
there are very few old-timers who are riding the wave of change in A.A. Even the oldtimers who present as progressive and “forward-thinking” usually resort back to the
program’s patriarchal history because of their own personal sponsorship lineage, and the
pressure to be a certain way in A.A., recovered. Many of these members who simply
accept this premise continue to pontificate over this idealized narrative instead of
disrupting it or questioning the structure as that might reduce the degree of authority, they
have in Alcoholics Anonymous as alcoholics, members, voters, old-timers, and as
qualifiers.
The A.A. community has developed its own cultural hierarchy based upon this
kind of communal nomenclature, the possibility of ever having a gender-neutral version
of the Big Book has been dissuaded by the program’s hegemony. As you can see, longstanding traditions like old-timers are fetishized in the program, and there’s too much
idolatrizing of their experience as “elder statesmen,” others more distinctly “bleeding
deacons.” Non-hegemonic members are more than willing to move away from this
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language practice as it is non-inclusive, while patriarchal members mock progress in
A.A. by saying they struggle from the disease of perception. This conditioning is just an
example of why members are trying to break away from literacy customs that have been
traditionally utilized and practiced. The same goes for the cis-heteronormative
implications and community resistance to let go of the program’s patriarchal
underpinnings, and deeply sexist, gendered, and homophobic practices that are
deliberated through its rhetorical devices.
The program’s rhetorical strategies have been strengthened by A.A.’s
duplicitousness - the A.A. recovery story maintains its hierarchical structure, and the
meetings retain their gatekeepers even as Queer bodies take space in meetings and within
the organization. Queer members author and compile texts that exist as interruptions in
A.A.’s publications series, like the “LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A.” pamphlet, the
Grapevine’s text, Sober & Out: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender A.A. Members
Share their Experience, Strength, and Hope, and the Grapevine’s International Journal of
Alcoholics Anonymous August 2020 Special Edition, LGBTQ Sober & Out: LGBTQ+
AA. These are a way to challenge the institution’s narrative-making practices and
gatekeeping traditions (Chapter 2). In this chapter, I turn to these counter-hegemonic
texts that include Queer-inclusive personal accounts of learning how to tell one’s story in
A.A. while advocating for their Queer identity at the same time. Reading through,
analyzing, and responding to these texts helps me see how LGBTQ+ voices have not
really been celebrated as being part of A.A.’s long-standing history (when they in fact,
have, i.e., Marty Mann, Barry Leach, Dr. LeClair Bissell, et. al.). The supplemental
literatures, pamphlets, and Grapevine texts are secondary sites of Queer recovery stories
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that never change the structural space of A.A. I argue that the immersion of LGBTQ+
qualifications and stories of Queer lived experiences in general meetings will help the
organization co-create dialogue to move towards a more culturally conscious and
collective message of recovery, one that does not force members to retell the same story
over and over again, but to learn how to tell their own stories, not narratives.
A.A. is not alone in the need to recognize its own layers of oppression, but I still
hold that A.A.’s acceptance of “special interest” groups and production of inclusive
literatures is an easy way out because portrayal of these nuanced or marginalized (Queer)
experiences is still embedded in the hegemonic narrative, which continues to take
precedent in maintaing the dominant voice of A.A. My approach in this chapter is
informed by Jean Bessette’s Retroactivism in the Lesbian Archives: Composing Pasts
and Futures.
Indeed, my privilege and concealed liminality only enhance my interest in the
edges of identification - the individuals who do and do not recognize themselves
in compositions of history that purport to trace their pasts (Bessette 6).
I found a sort of “disenfranchised collective” (Bessette) of LGBTQ+ history in A.A.,
what had been silenced and invalidated because Queer experiences did not fit within the
early morality and redemption of A.A.’s message. I call on Eric Darnell Pritchard’s
scholarship as I qualify my form of survival and “narrativizing” as “a learner, teacher,
scholar, artist, activist, and advocate; scenes that, when read alongside my later analysis,
dovetail back to the themes of identity formation and affirmation, literacy
concealment…” (Pritchard 1).
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In Fashioning Lives: Black Queers and the Politics of Literacy, Pritchard draws
critical attention how Queer BIPOC persons secured their own survival through what
they call “restorative literacies,” as literacy institutions, history repositories, community
spaces, and public and digital archives have continued to use and weaponize literacy
against them. I have thought about Pritchard’s theoretical framework in this study of
Queerness in A.A. recovery literacy, and the ways that Queer members in A.A. have
viewed and experienced this literacy environment” as “one that was both liberating and
constraining” (5), which I became more aware of through the research and writing of this
project. Pritchard’s text made me think about how my “literacy learning and identity
formation” has not always been affirmed by the A.A. structure. But it dawned on me that
although the advocacy of LGBTQ+ visibility in A.A. attempts to give space to the
intersectional experience of Queer marginalized voices, the institution has made them
feel mutually exclusive, which then solidified the space of A.A. to anyone that mirrored
its white historic rhetors. I needed a deeper sense of identification beyond the “big
narrative of the historiography that existed to the stories” of A.A. (Pritchard 9). In
Pritchard’s theory of “fashioning,” I realized that using normative heteropatriarchal
literacy was not only wounding me, but the Queer community. My recovery experience
as a Lesbian, Gender Non-Conforming, and feminist, (and white woman) was a recurring
site in my own recovery literacy story, which was limited by the central literacy narrative
of A.A.
So, with this chapter, I decided it’s time to leave the “sanctuary” of church
basements, and to do that, I work through the supplementary pamphlets, like A.A.’s
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Grapevine texts, so I can analyze the ways A.A. has nudged its members to tolerate55
inclusivity, while really just providing Queer members marginal placement (alternative
spaces) on the borders of the heteropatriarchal institution. By studying the Queer
interventions in A.A. recovery literacy, I can better understand the relationship I’ve had
to the “standardized literacy institution” (Pritchard 13) of Alcoholics Anonymous, and
trace how Queer members have lived and communed in a “religious and spiritual worship
space” (15) while using literacy that was “maintaining and dominant culture.” Queer
members have regulated and conformed to the cis-heteronormative literacy of A.A. even
though they, themselves were considered “non-normative subjects” (16) by the
hegemonic community. But the “restorative literacy” practice of Queer members in A.A.,
the “cultural labor through which individuals tactically counter acts of literacy
normativity” (Pritchard 33) highlights how they are practicing and exercising communal
love and “faith-based literacy practices” (Pritchard 3), so that their Queer sense of selves
can actualize.
Yet even the idea of LGBTQ+, GNC, and Non-Binary folks working together to
resolve inequities is complex: because it’s good for Queer members to move away from
the master cis-heteropatriarchal narrative, and heterosexism and homophobia, to
genuinely tell stories that reflect their experiences in their personal lives while also being
in A.A. However, I argue that A.A.’s larger institutional structure ultimately reaps
dividends from the oppression of Queer persons in the program because while their
Queer identities subvert the heteropatriarchal structure, their access to recovery literacy is

“Love and tolerance is our code.” Alcoholics Anonymous (Big Book), “Into Action,”
pg. 84.
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still always through a return to the normative literacy structure, what Pritchard calls
“literacy concealment” (60). The cishegemony of A.A. expects Queer members to share
their experience and knowledge with them, for the sake of marketing themselves as being
inclusive to all gender, sex, and sexual identities. Is this A.A.’s best version of making
room for Queer bodies, experiences, and stories? If so, the authoritativeness of A.A.’s
heteropatriarchal and cis-heteronormative literacy and literary practices will continue to
be detrimental to A.A.’s futurehood.
“CONTEMPT PRIOR TO INVESTIGATION”: READING A.A.’S MEMBERSHIP

[Figure 14: Alcoholics Anonymous 2014 Membership Survey cover, Figure 15:
demographic breakdown in the 2014 membership survey, and Figure 16: a visualized
depiction of A.A.’s group membership in the 2014 membership survey]
As shown in the figures above, the program’s structure still heavily relies on
maintaining its hegemony and gender conformity, while also centralizing ablebodiedness, heteronormativity, and heterosexism. This can be seen even through the
choice of visualizations as the organization quantifies demographic variables. The
Alcoholics Anonymous World Services 2014 Membership Survey represents the collective
mainstream experience of the program’s hegemonic membership as the focus,
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underserving and underrepresenting subjectivities. According to this public 2014
Membership Survey, in which more than 6,000 members from the U.S. and Canada
participated, the composition of membership was: 89% White Non-Hispanic, 3%
Hispanic, 4% Black, 1% Native American, 1% Asian, 2% Other, with 62% being men,
and 38% accounting for Women, with a median 21-28% of ages 41-60. The survey
questions are heteronormatively structured, leaving no room for Queerness, Gender NonConformity, Non-Binariness, or specifically LGBTQ+, or BIPOC inclusivity whatsoever.
The average age of members documented by A.A. was estimated at 50 years. Although
the larger structure has attempted to make marginalized identities feel welcome and safe,
the socio-cultural environment of A.A. is patriarchally rigid, which can be seen through
the way it continues to present and market itself. This rigidity marginalizes “subversive
identities,” discounting the various intersections that need to be accounted for in one’s
personal recovery.
Since 2018, there’s been talk through the grapevine, through service conferences
and conventions of work that needs to be done (the work that ripple-maker members are
doing, and the changes they are trying to implement through the G.S.O. Advisory
Actions56) to update the Alcoholics Anonymous Membership Survey and take a more
inclusive census; nothing has been published yet. It would be interesting to see how
willing A.A. will be to accurately represent membership with the expansion of members
self-identifications of sex and gender, and whether or not the new survey (whenever it
will be released, whether through mailing or virtually) will allow for Gender Non-

The G.S.O. Advisory Actions are the proposed changes and considerations that get
discussed and voted on at A.A.’s General Service Conferences.
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Conforming, Non-Binary, and Transgender identities to be included in the data. That
alone could shape and be a step in the right way of change for A.A. becoming more
inclusive. For members who identify with these underrepresented communities within
A.A. see this as a form of disproportion and misappropriation. It’s no wonder the
unremitting white-male dominated personality-driven, political standards have remained
within the confines of A.A. because anyone who thinks about subverting the A.A.
structure, or wants to raise attention to its vast complexities, is thwarted by their
adherence to the program’s principles, or fear of having “terminal uniqueness,” and
ultimately always returns to the hegemony. This reality makes it difficult for Queer
members to reclaim their literatures, histories, and experiences in A.A., if the master
literacy tool continues to repress, and they continue to choose it to do advocacy work.
“DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DIFFERENT?”: TRACING ORIGINS AND THE
CONCEALED HISTORY OF GAY PEOPLE IN ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS

[Figure 17: The History of Gay People in Alcoholics Anonymous: From the Beginning by
Audrey Borden, book cover (2007), Figure 18: Marty Mann, of Alcoholics Anonymous,
via FacingAddiction.org Pinterest board]
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As I was reviewing A.A.’s literature on LGBTQ+ membership, I was drawn to
researching Queer membership throughout A.A.’s history. Many early AA-ers were in
fact, Gay, Lesbian, Queer, but, A.A. has underrepresented their contribution (thinking,
writing, advocacy) to the program’s literary and literacy history, while also concealing
their identity, even though these members have greatly contributed to the changes that
have taken place in A.A. Without first doing some digging and research, because of the
anonymousness of Part II: Personal Stories of the Big Book, I would not have known
that “Women Suffer Too” was written by Marty Mann. Her chapter was evaluated and
edited by Bill Wilson, and other male founding members, to no surprise, but Marty Mann
was the founding female member of Alcoholics Anonymous, and supposedly the first
Lesbian member of A.A. (with Sylvia K. to follow), and she was the author of Primer on
Alcoholism, and the founder of the National Committee for Education on Alcoholism
(which is now the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence). Though a
female trailblazer of A.A., Marty remained “in the closet” about being a Lesbian, as
Lesbians and Gays in early A.A. aligned with society’s moralization against “sexual
deviates,” Marty’s Queer identity was perceived as a hedonistic homosexual lifestyle
choice, and the founding male members believed that it would bring on additional stigma
to Alcoholics Anonymous. Barry Leach, “Barry L,” who was the writer of A.A.’s Living
Sober (1973), and also a staff writer for the A.A.’s General Service Office (GSO), was
and the driving force behind A.A.’s pre-Gay/Lesbian pamphlet, “Do You Think You’re
Different?” Barry Leach was not only an alcoholic, but also a heroin addict, and a Queer
cross-dresser. Barry was a major advocate and influencer in the midst of A.A.’s cultural
controversy over the years before he died from AIDs. Queer members have mostly kept
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their sexual identity in the shadows of A.A.’s patriarchal forces and spiritual constraints,
“every dark cranny of the past”57 (Alcoholics Anonymous 75), even though the sharing of
their recovery experiences and authentic identities have helped so many people. Queer
and Gay members survived the wrath of the Lavender Scare 58 during the era of
McCarthyism. Because of this U.S. homophobic discrimination policy, A.A. was
particularly sensitive to the visibility or subculture of its Lesbian and Gay community
members. It’s clear that without my digging through the publicly archived documents and
archives compiled on websites and platforms where members have quilted A.A.’s spoken
and unspoken history, I wouldn’t have gotten, or been offered, immediate access to this
knowledge.
Audrey Borden’s 2007 chronicle, The History of Gay People in Alcoholics
Anonymous: From the Beginning, highlights A.A.’s Queer history while showing how
LGBTQ+ members in the program have advocated for making it more inclusive. Though
“non-conference approved,”59 I felt it was important to include Audrey Borden’s 2007
chronicle, The History of Gay People in Alcoholics Anonymous: From the Beginning, as
Borden’s historical account portrays the real side of Queer advocacy in A.A., how
members were so much focused on pulling the LGBTQ+ community from the margins of
A.A. Queer members have been denied their history for a long time in the program. A.A.conference literature, chronicles, and archives should have documented LGBTQ+

This phrase is from Alcoholics Anonymous (Big Book), “Into Action,” pg. 75.
The Lavender Scare took place during the McCarthyism anti-communist era was a
federal witch-hunt against homosexuals in the U.S., during the mid-20th century.
59 “Non-conference approved” or “conference approved” reference literature, decisions,
and advisory actions voted on during the General Service Conference of Alcoholics
Anonymous.
57
58
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membership over the program’s legacy but didn’t begin to do so (and barely) until the
latter part of the 20th century. Borden reviews how LGBTQ+ members in A.A., activists
and allies, have worked together to participate in community change because that
visibility and dialogue aggrandize the recognition of systemic problems in the program.
A.A.’s literature is a precedent for the culture A.A. has created. But, because of the
overarching patriarchal agenda in A.A., as I was reading it, I began to notice the trends
and shifts in A.A.’s Queer (termed “Gay” in the book) history, and how and when (and
why) members began to push against the structure to make it more inclusive, to account
for all Queer voices and bodies.
According to Borden’s tracing of Queer history, in 1973, when the American
Psychiatric Association officially removed “homosexuality” from its Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, “The Homosexual Alcoholic: A.A.’s Message of
Hope to Gay Men and Women” pamphlet was printed in Washington, D.C. From this
pamphlet issue, a list was created cataloging Gay A.A. groups in A.A.’s World Directory,
which was prompted by a motion brought to the General Service Conference by the
G.S.O. staff (who some were non-A.A. members). This act of activism was a tremendous
site of contention that continued for years consisting of long, heated debates. “This is the
story of A.A.’s pamphlet for Lesbian and gay alcoholics. It is also the story of how AA
literature s made” (Borden 165). Borden’s text maps out how gay culture in A.A.
influenced the way the literature spelled out the Lesbian and Gay experience in the
program. In 1975, there was an impromptu gathering of Gay men at the International
A.A. Convention in Denver, Colorado.
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A year later, in 1976, the first conference for Gay members of A.A. and Al-Anon
took place in San Francisco, and this is also when Barry Leach’s publication of the “Do
You Think You’re Different?” pamphlet surfaces in A.A. With a few special Gay and
Lesbian events in between, Gay and Lesbian workshops finally appear on the program at
the 1980 International A.A. Convention in New Orleans. And one year later in 1981, the
International Advisory Council of Homosexual Men and Women in Alcoholics
Anonymous was founded, where there was first mention of the need for a pamphlet for
Gay alcoholics. Over the years from 1981 to 1989, Gay and Queer alcoholics advocated
and pushed for a pamphlet to be published specifically for the Gay and Lesbian alcoholic
experience. Though it was denied over the years by the General Service Conference, the
number of Gay groups in A.A. grew to over two hundred by 1985, and Barry Leach gave
an infamous talk60 about the Gay origins of A.A.’s Third Tradition, at the International
A.A. Convention that year in Montreal, Canada. Following, in 1989, the General Service
Conference approved the publication of the “A.A. and the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic”
pamphlet.
Although the issue of a pamphlet for gay and Lesbian alcoholics was
controversial from the start, in the end, the members of the conference recognized
its importance and brought it to fruition (173).
The gay/Lesbian pamphlet gave a sense of security and validation to gay and Lesbian
members that the external world did not necessarily do so at that time. By 1990, Gay
membership had reached over three hundred in U.S. cities, the gay/Lesbian pamphlet

For more information on Barry Leach’s Third Tradition talk, and early Gay advocacy
in A.A., see https://aaagnostica.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Directory-Listing-ofGay-and-Lesbian-Groups.pdf.
60
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welcomed this community through its placement on the literature racks at meetings.
Since, A.A. capitalized on this marginalization, keeping its doors open to all, growing
reach by nurturing special interest meetings. However, since the 90s, the count of Gay
groups has not been record-kept, nor has the Alcoholics Anonymous Membership Survey
factored this statistic into their membership census.
Hidden Queer A.A. history is only really publicly available on sites like
silkworth.net, aaagnostica.org, rebelliondogspublishing.com, public websites that have
located and collected documents, pictures, stories, with which co-creators have compiled
a repository of Queer digital archives. These websites and Borden’s text offer
information on crucial Queer literacy events that have shaped A.A.’s diversified history.
Because they are “non-conference approved” archives, I argue that these better illustrate
how Queer AA-ers strategized to make some of the necessary changes without the
dominant history being reinforced or centralized (that are still in effect today), as there is
a predilection to misappropriate and silence the contribution of Queer members in the
program. The Queer strategizing laid the groundwork for members retrieving this Queer
history as an important part of this community’s social and literary history, but also
having Queer histories being written from the perspective of LGBTQ+ members, without
the reliance or surveillance of the master’s tools. Reclaiming Queer history of authorship
in A.A. is also a way to trace and retrieve the authorship of members who are
marginalized intersectionally.
The recovery stories of Queer members in A.A. almost always include their life
histories, coming out experiences, etc. The A.A. institution has not historically made
room for (allowed) these parts of their stories because of the aforementioned moral
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stigmas, societal microaggressions, and fear of drawing the A.A. name into public
controversy, having referred to Gays, Lesbians, and Queer members, like Marty Mann, as
sex deviates (21). In Chapter 4, “Five Views of Sober Gay Life in the 1950s and 1960s,”
Borden recounts members’ experiences through several interviews.
I knew just one exception to the rule that anyone was welcome in AA and the
exception was Gay people… Read the Big Book carefully and you’ll see there’s
never any mention of Gay people (38).
Ben G’s experience coming into A.A. in Boston 61 of 1952 (though Borden interviewed
him at his home in San Francisco) offers how being an LGBTQ+/GNC (and/or BIPOC)
person in A.A. has always been a different form of survival (which having or not having
Gay/Queer groups has been a major focus of debate in Alcoholics Anonymous). Borden’s
text acknowledges that Queer members need to reclaim their embodied history in order to
portray this survival, especially as this community has been supported and advocated for
by political and social protest movements where they’ve fought for this king of survival,
which no white-male patriarchal A.A. members have ever had to do so. Borden
repeatedly highlights the acts of working toward making all A.A. meetings LGBTQ+
friendly meetings, with LGBTQ+ inclusive literature, sharing these Queer experiences
while highlight this history. How Queer members dealt with obstacles, handled these
issues thoughtfully, holistically, cautiously, and communally has been in the best interest
for the LGBTQ+ members and their history in A.A.

In 1949, an A.A. group was founded for homosexual alcoholics in a men’s rooming
house, Beacon Hill, Boston, M.A.
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It is when an organization makes room for all of its members that it becomes truly
inclusive … Gay people have taken advantage of the opportunity AA has
provided to come together in a remarkable way. … They have created a new
community with a rich culture and history all its own (Borden 252).
Borden claims that Gay members of A.A. have made the organization more accessible
and safe because of the ways they have spoken out, pushed A.A. Conference decisions
(called “Advisory Actions”), held LGBTQ+ conferences (like the Living Miracles
conference for Gay and Lesbian People of Color in A.A.), founded new meetings,
requested changes to specific A.A. literature, and have created space “where we can say
what we need to say to heal,” (208) so that all members have room and identification in
the program. The doing and making of cultural history visible is livable. And LGBTQ+
members have been doing and making since A.A.’s early days, though they were
closeted, relying on the “x-ray vision” to find spot each other (13). Borden’s text made
me realize that is a form of social complacency, palliating most A.A. members of true
accountability (ironically, in an accountable program). These members fear an
overhauling of A.A. (of exposing the institutions actual systemic issues) as it’s against
traditions which can be perceived as a form of vulnerable exploitation (because Queer
members in A.A. have been harassed, shunned, and targeted in a variety of ways, for the
good of A.A.).
With Borden’s text, I began to deprogram from the version of A.A. I was
conditioned with, a deeply patriarchal enclave, and I could more fully understand the
ways I saw power being asserted and further noticed whose voice was consistently heard
and represented. Historically speaking, we all know, the patriarchal white man will do
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just about anything to shame and relegate communities and voices and keep certain body
politics invisible within the(ir) structure, despite social, cultural, or global progress. The
suppression of identity and visibility of LGBTQ+ A.A. members affect their endeavors to
achieve and maintain sobriety, just like this form of oppression has affected their, our,
livelihoods and experiences in American society throughout history. Erasure only
provides dividends to hegemonic forces; their blatant ignorance continues to prove
inexplicable harm to A.A. which the popular press has justified. If more members
actually kept themselves informed on socio-cultural issues and concerns that affect
LGBTQ+ and GNC members, which are being written about in books, newsletters,
journals, and articles (both within and outside A.A.), members would begin to consider
these as inside issues. It doesn’t matter if A.A.’s backbone rests on deliberative
democracy and egalitarianism, members are still inclined to cling to the normative,
heteropatriarchal and heterosexist structures. When damaging politics are continuing to
find their ways into A.A., making many areas culturally conservative, because of the
membership majority being hegemonic, Queer visibility is not even a consideration when
it’s clear which personality (and its belief systems) only matters. Regardless of this
cultural complexity, the experience of working with Borden’s text reveals that A.A.’s
history is just as Queer as A.A. has always been normativized. I just wish it didn’t take
me almost ten years of my recovery (a.k.a., my entire recovery) to come across this
information, or even begin feeling safe or motivated enough to seek them, though I can
imagine many members never find this history.
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“LANGUAGE OF THE HEART”: HOW A.A. SLOGANEERS ITS
PATRIARCHAL LANGUAGE SYSTEM THROUGH THE EXCLUSIVE USE OF
CIS-MALE PRONOUNS
Culturally conservative arenas of A.A. don’t actually represent living Alcoholics
Anonymous. Through a process of unlearning, and this dissertation project on Alcoholics
Anonymous, I see that there’s a place for my voice and my story as a Lesbian woman, a
feminist in A.A. Activist members are (and as they have been since the 1970s+) working
effortlessly to counter the harsh toxic masculinity of the typical “A.A. member,” while
they might not currently be in the majority, to reduce the cisgender white male, middleclass rhetorical and cultural practices of A.A. The expectations are for all members to
take the cotton out of your ears and put them in your mouth, to talk the talk and to walk
the walk, to expectedly socialize and conform to this criterion, this includes newcomers
and substantial, i.e., 2+ years of continued sobriety, and LGBTQ+, BIPOC, Women,
Differently Abled, et. al., even though they don’t feel entirely safe doing so, as they live,
think, and experience recovery (and life) disparately than the privileged white male.
A.A.’s languaging system is binary, so any literacy or literary praxis that
intrinsically resists the program’s heteropatriarchalness is considered irreverent.
O’Halloran’s Talking Oneself Sober: The Discourse of Alcoholics Anonymous, explored
in Chapter 2, speaks into the sexist history that encompasses Alcoholics Anonymous,
especially in its literature. The doctrinal belief systems were very much tied to moral
(religious) condemnation, specifically of women. Dr. Bob’s affinity against women being
in A.A. was because of the fear that “loose women” (immoral women) would take down
the organization’s (spiritual) structure (or disrupt the white-male space of A.A.). In
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Alcoholics Anonymous World Services’ 1980 publication of Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers, Chapter 19 reveals early A.A.’s community demographic information, especially
focusing on “Minorities within A.A. gain acceptance.”
As we have seen, early A.A. members were predominantly white, middle-class,
and male … Most A.A.’s simply wanted to get people into the program, rather
than keep them out. This might mean overcoming inbred prejudices and crossing
social, religious, racial, and national boundaries in order to carry the message of
recovery … And if A.A. as a fellowship never had any greater achievement, it
could say that most members have done more than pay lip service to this idea …
we have already seen some examples of his [Dr. Bob’s] dismay at the thought of
woman’s coming into the Akron group … Women came in with the label
‘nymphomaniac’ … nobody wanted to handle it … Formation of the first black 62
group in Cleveland was centered around woman; so two minorities were involved
… with all our liberal attitudes, we couldn’t accept a colored 63 woman … we had
to form a group for her … in a black neighborhood … we were biased then
(Alcoholics Anonymous World Services 238-249).
I use this extended example to portray how the community identity of the program has
been produced through this racist and sexist gospel, which often keeps non-hegemonic
and non-white male patriarchal bodies and voices invisible in its many cultural settings
still to this day. As clearly found in various A.A. literatures, publications both printed and
digitized, past archives and present editions, the program’s printed text challenge the

Racial identities appeared in lowercase form throughout the text.
This racial slur was used as an ethnic descriptor during the Jim Crow era, and political
correctness publication against the term started in the 1970s.
62
63
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program’s focus and agenda to ideally represent diversity while preserving the program’s
historical precedent. Similarly, in the A.A. arena, the alcoholic is still referred to as the
white-male, middle class member, how God/Higher Power, and the membership domain
have been culturally determined as “He/he,” as men, thrusting male norms, cis-male
pronouns, and patriarchal values, as especially idolatrized by early twentieth-century
American society. The rigid attitude of this is how we have always done it, does not allow
for open-mindedness, visibility, and bluntly, a new way of doing it. Really, this attitude is
worn like armor by gatekeeping old-timers and members who have “passed.” Many
members have raised the need to use more gender-neutral language practices especially
when discussing spirituality (Higher Power) in the program, developing awareness
instead of tolerance, and being mindful of social justice issues though certain members
are not particularly (or personally) affected by them. Over the years, the A.A. Grapevine
has echoed the need for the institution to move forward in these ways, especially through
its printed literature, but this concern has been blanketed with the dismissal that A.A. is
already honoring these efforts in many walls (smaller ways), which makes marginalized
members feel like they’ve basically made the checklist within the hierarchy.
Imagine walking into an A.A. meeting, identifying as an LGBTQ+/GNC, and
hearing members recite “The Lord’s Prayer” at the end of meetings, or refer to Higher
Power as “Father,” “He,” “Him,” or notions of “sin,” “confession,” “salvation,” and on
top, other Judeo-Christian religion-based descriptors. This languaging is not inclusive to
LGBTQs+ who (many) have had religious trauma, many of whom are still working
through traumatic religious shame with coming out. A.A. would not entirely seem like
such a safe or inclusive space of recovery, though the program markets itself as such,
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claiming no particular sect or denomination. Hegemonic members detest scrutiny over
this, but since the beginning have wanted to build a wall around A.A., a barrier
preventing any non-approved identities from crossing over, wanting to defend and protect
its borders.
In A.A., gender and sexuality have often been mistaken as interchangeable.
LGBTQ+ and GNC, and Non-Binary members who challenge A.A.’s traditional identity
system, whether by their expression, presentation, performativity, or qualification
sharing, subvert A.A.’s message in the way it’s been outlined in the 1-164. Queer
members (and women, BIPOC, etc.) perform differently than the rhetors and subjects
who have been culturally valued in A.A. As a mirror of society at large, A.A. too has
undervalued, underrepresented, and kept its LGBTQ+ members hidden within the
system. I am not the only Queer person that has wanted to really spearhead change in
A.A., and I am definitely not the first, as modern literary developments in inclusive
literature, especially for LGBTQ+ visibility, have taken literally decades in the making.
While members have worked within its internal structures to create counter-hegemony,
especially and specifically through Sober News, the Grapevine, The Link, Box 4-5-9, etc.,
A.A. is still very much shaped by the thinking of and looking at its members
predominantly through hierarchical binaries (male/female, man/woman,
masculine/feminine, rich/poor, straight/Gay, white/non-white, etc.).
I remember when my past homegroup, in the culturally conservative suburb of
Staten Island, had to vote during the Delegate’s Questionnaire on changing the language
in the preamble from “men and women” to “people, in order to be more inclusive to
LGBTQ+ and GNC (Gender Non-Conforming) members. I was disgusted by the
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patriarchal discussion and mockery that ensured on the idea, “If you’re not a man or a
woman, what are you a dog?” The laughter and bad behavior enacted by the white-male
members was laughed off and dismissed, with the embodied attitude that A.A. is not a bed
of mental health, which is usually the organization’s gentle sloganeering to write off
mishaps and struggles and work on tolerance of all. “The boys” watched out for each
other while gaslighting the Queer and Non-Binary members of my homegroup. On other
occasions, when I would bring up safety issues or reading the safety card for LGBTQ+
members (and women), especially at business meetings, it was implied that there was not
only a “gay agenda” at play, but a “feminist one,” as well. This was especially made
evident when “the boys” who laugh or whisper with each other or make snarky remarks.
Remember, “no outside issues.” The vote outcome was based on whatever homegroups
participated, coast to coast, from which their delegates brought their votes back to the
conference assembly. This was yet another motion and advisory action that was posited
to change the language in the A.A., specifically in the A.A. Preamble, to state “people”
instead of “men and women,” to be more inclusive. Sadly, it did not pass during that
year’s conference (again, to no surprise). Permitting traditionalist abuse or patriarchal
privileging, even in an instance like this, further drags A.A.’s encapsulated hegemony
into our future history. After that, I left that homegroup as I could no longer stomach the
heterosexist and homophobic lingering history of A.A.’s “no outside issues” policy,
especially as it manifested in that particular meeting group. But the national vote shows
that while homegroups are a microcosm of the organization as a whole (which is a mirror
of society), the hegemonic communal ideology outweighed the minority opinion. Note:
the A.A. Preamble was never created or included in the original A.A. literature, or the 1-
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164 of the Big Book; it was first published in the Grapevine issue of June 1947, to clarify
the requirement of membership in A.A., strictly for public information purposes.
In her 1988 article, “Cure or Cover? The Twelve Step Program,” Ellen Herman
explores how individuals in A.A. have a hard time participating with the “conflicting
viewpoints,” (4) how one strives to take on the communal identity while trying to find a
way to “preserve internal unity.” While Herman mentions that in reference to the
program, I see it working in members who conform to the program’s heteropatriarchal
ideologies “no matter where the political winds are blowing.” In major cities, like
Manhattan (NYC), Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington D.C., etc., I would
hope to hear talk about the damaging toxic male, heteronormative narratives being called
into question despite the politics of these progressive cities; but these heretical locations
are largely outnumbered by the populace. In other words, it doesn’t matter where A.A. is
located, even if meetings are situated in one of the most liberal and progressive cities (or
blue states) in the U.S., the whole issue of safety might be of some concern to nonLGBTQ+ members but again, you really only see the activist work being done in “special
interest groups” that forefront Queer, BIPOC, feminist, and inclusivity safety and needs.
Many Women’s meetings are still deeply heterosexist in practice, and many (white men
in) A.A. meetings still shuffle the offensive term “13th stepping” 64 as a community joke,
even though it invokes rape and sexual assault. While Freeman’s article supports the
notion that 12-Step programs have effectively helped people get through the larger

In 2016, Monica Richardson directed the 13th Step documentary which critically
exposed sexual harassment and rape-violence within Alcoholics Anonymous, with
specific highlight on when an A.A. member murdered a mother and child in Hawaii. A.A.
members consider Richardson to be a whistleblower. For more information:
https://rehabreviews.com/debunking-13th-step-movie/.
64
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context of addiction recovery, because “they have something unique to contribute to the
recovery process,” (6) A.A. downplays how the program's patriarchal cultural message
disregards marginalize members: “The Twelve-Step programs are determined to ignore
them.” While I can’t say that A.A. was directly constructed to destabilize the individual
voice, I think somewhere, at some point it, became culturally committed to the erasure of
the seditious voice, “to minimize conflict and to help people feel comfortable” (5). Those
“people” in question are the members who wear the patriarchy of Alcoholics Anonymous
on their backs. And anyone interested in addressing this issue is usually suspected of
seeking the total excision of patriarchal attitudes and practices in A.A. that have been
passed down since its inception.
I know I’ve participated in the censorship and marginalization of Queer, Trans,
and Non-Binary voices, women’s voices, Differently Abled voices, and voices of color
within the body politics of Alcoholics Anonymous, because I have “passed” as an “abledbodied” white woman in A.A. in many ways, especially in the beginning before I got
comfortable in my skin and presented as a cis-straight woman. I had to recognize how my
own privilege over the years has factored into the pejorative blind spots in A.A. When
thinking about the censorship of voices, authorship, and representation within A.A.’s
literary tradition, I suggest that members come to learn how to master the program’s
normalizing literacies as more than a survival strategy, but also a form of socio-cultural
mobility. These associated literacy practices are used to further the cis-heteronormative
rhetorics of the program. By choosing not to disrupt the literary canon and privatized
literacy spaces within this community, a fabled sense of self continues to be constructed
as universal, under the safekeeping of A.A. Everyone eventually learns how to play the
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game. Like feminism, A.A. has a whiteness problem with its women, who can be
described as predominantly white, middle to upper middle class, professionals or
academics, domestics, heterosexual women.65 These women, who have very much
bought into the traditional practices and standard literacy epitomes of A.A., and as a
result, white women have governed women’s or feminist discourse in Alcoholics
Anonymous. In the program, the majority of white women have not questioned its
institutional sexism because they’ve been privileged within the society; their voices have
not considered a movement towards intersectionality or fought to dismantle A.A.’s
patriarchy. Women in A.A. have had their own meetings, “Women’s Meetings,” which
have always been heterosexist and heteronormative. While most Queer/LGBTQ+ women
have attended these meetings, they’ve played into the misogynistic fabrics of A.A., which
many of them have unconsciously participated in (Women & Gender Non-Conforming
meetings tend to be a bit more “Queer”). So, because of A.A.’s historical tendency to the
erasure of bodies, and its inherent silencing of women, People of Color, Queer folk, those
Differently Abled, the rallying of heterosexism and white-supremacy in Alcoholics
Anonymous is second nature. But, at the 2021 General Service Conference, the motion
was finally passed to remove the phrase “men and women” in the A.A. Grapevine
Preamble and replace it with “people,” to be more inclusive to all of A.A.’s members.
While a rising tide lifts all boats, these improvements will always be more innately
beneficial to its patriarchally-privileged members because of their status in the program.

As of 2014’s membership survey, there is still no current data that demonstrates gender
and sexual identity, pronoun identification, or any other current equitable identity
descriptors being documented in A.A., though members are using them. The survey
assumes gender and sexuality as being interchangeable and synonymous.
65
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“PLACED IN A POSITION OF NEUTRALITY66”: A.A.’S CREATION OF
“SPECIAL INTEREST GROUPS” TO NOT BE DRAWN INTO PUBLIC
CONTROVERSY
I have always feared disclosing my authentic identity in A.A., and this is a fear
that I have been communally inculcated with. I realize that while Queer identity may
have always existed in A.A., it wasn’t until later in the 20th century when American
ideologies shifted as a result of protest movements, such as the 1969 Stonewall Riot in
New York City. Activism that surrounded sexual identity, gender equality, feminism,
encouraged AA-ers at the General Service Conference to begin discussing having (or not
having) “special interest” groups, especially Gay and Lesbian meetings.
The members of the A.A. program have made efforts to stretch the walls so that
LGBTQs+ can tell their stories from the margins in, so that their experiences can be
accounted for in ways that not only challenge the framework of the A.A. rhetorical
tradition but retell their histories within the A.A. program. Any issues that reach beyond
the heteronormative patriarchal constructs of A.A. are termed as “personal issues,” as
being non-normative, “different.” This isn’t limited to women’s issues, BIPOC issues,
Queer issues, but also includes having mental health issues, incarceration experience,
being Differently Abled, Indigenous, Secular, a Sex Worker, Agnostic, a Free-Thinker,
and the list goes on. In A.A., non-hegemonic experiences are categorized under “special
interest” groups because they speak into “outside issues,” and other topics not relating to
“A.A. message.” It’s not so much that their presence, voices, and stories actively subvert
the institution, but their mere participation in these regulated spaces alienates them and
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Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book pg. 85, on Steps 10 and 11.
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others. A.A.’s service structures, G.S.O. and A.A. Grapevine, Inc., have tried to account
for identities marginalized through “special interest” texts, pamphlets, meetings and other
subsidiary publishing agencies, like Hazelden, Stepping Stones, etc.
“Special interest” groups came into the scene post Stonewall, and especially
during the AIDs epidemic, where within they could live a bit openly, discussing recovery
and public health issues. “AIDS hit that crowd and our friends on Fire Island like a
medieval plague … Barry was the first on that” (Borden 57) The creation of “special
interest” groups was a way to provide support to other members, even though they lived
and functioned on the margins of A.A.’s traditional program identity. For Women,
BIPOCs, LGBTQs+ (and the countless other “special interest” groups that have been
created since), these groups allowed members to participate in ideas and discourse that
was not entirely the message of A.A. It was a way to push these members far enough to
A.A.’s borders while still getting away with saying A.A. was inclusive, diversified, and
welcoming to all, outreach and attraction, out of sight, out of mind. Hegemonic,
heteropatriarchal or cis members would nod that LGBTQ+ visibility issues are better
reserved under the umbrella of “special interest” groups, so that they hold place in A.A.
without the flamboyancy or attention that comes with them. This is a way the
organization can account for marginalized members without having to change the
structure of Alcoholics Anonymous altogether. In other words, narratives of LGBTQ+
(Inmates, People of Color, Persons with Mental Health issues, Military, Young
Alcoholics, Atheists and Agnostics, etc.), appear in “special interest” brochures and
catalogs, on literature racks at meetings, or for online purchase, instead of within the
mainstream community meeting dialogue. This is Alcoholics Anonymous’ way of
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understanding (or pigeonholing) the experiences of all alcoholic members, is basically
finding a way to allow “them” in without rocking the boat, without having to change the
pillars of the organization; many fear any major changes would weaken the
underpinnings of the program.
“Special interest” meetings and groups for LGBTQs+ and Queer members are
halted by the rigidity of regular meetings and their literacy practices. LGBTQs+ still
experience discomfort and discrimination in A.A., which is why (perhaps) many solely
attend identity-affiliated “special interest” groups. Through the 2018 pamphlet, LGBTQ
Alcoholics in A.A., the organization addresses this explicitly, speaking to the ways A.A.
endeavors to provide safe meeting spaces for LGBTQ alcoholics.
Many A.A. communities also have “special interest” groups for LGBTQ
individuals, where it may be easier to identify as an alcoholic or to be open about
certain personal issues (31).
Even the semantics of “personal issues” conveys a certain perception of Queerness in
A.A. and members’ uncomfortability67. As the first two chapters of this dissertation
project outlined, only patriarchal members truly fit into the specific identity
characteristics of A.A.’s hegemony, and I believe that even the literacy scholars who
wrote about A.A. captured this intentionality while also perpetuating it (Chapter 2). It is
easier to preserve the rhetorical benchmarks and push Queer identities outside the
heteronormative and patriarchal boundaries, than allow them to take space in regular,
“normal” meetings. While Women have been allowed to attend meetings since the late
1960s (no longer needing a wife of an A.A. member or old-timer to introduce them to the
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This is an A.A. neologism, all over the United States, though it’s not actually a word.
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[men of the] meetings), they still very much play by the gendered rules, and this spiritual
(patriarchal) politico is not limited to white Women in A.A. And, because
heteronormativity is the assumed community perspective, as well as the philosophy in
many spaces and institutions in America, power and control in A.A. relates to this white
supremacy (Chapter 1). A.A.’s longevity is an outcome of how certain members have
united in preserving this cultural hold on keeping inside issues inside, and outside issues
outside. Keeping to the cis-white man in A.A. supports a heteronormative agenda of 12Step recovery, where the principle of unity is weaponized as the program’s “tolerance”
and “inclusive” empty rhetoric circulates within the literary collective. This is why
“special interest” groups have worked so well, and have survived so long, because of the
need to make LGBTQ+ members feel seen and heard, but predominantly so that most
“regular” or “normal” recovery spaces are not threatened by any form of counterculture.
“Special interest” groups have stayed within the borders of the A.A. qualification, the
redemption story, just with the inclusion of “personal issues.”
“OUR COMMON WELFARE SHOULD COME FIRST”68: A.A. UNITY, SAFETY,
AND INCLUSION
In A.A.’s 2017 service material, “Safety and A.A.: Our Common Welfare,” the
organization reviews how safety is a paramount concern within the program, an issue that
“all groups and members can address to develop workable solutions and help keep our
meetings safe based on the fundamental principles of the fellowship” (1). Yes, safety in
A.A. is an issue that “is considered important,” and is acknowledged by certain members,

Line from beginning of A.A.’s Tradition One, which continues with “personal recovery
depends on A.A. unity.”; Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions,
1ed. Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
68
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despite the context and autonomy of any meeting or group, the A.A. organization clings
its timeless code, “love and tolerance.” The previous sections have spoken into this:
members are taught to embody that the “common welfare comes first,” that members and
groups should “ensure that all members feel as safe as possible,” but in that “as possible,”
members have not always created welcoming atmospheres in A.A.
Alcoholics Anonymous is a microcosm of the larger society within which we
exist. Problems found in the outside world can also make their way into the rooms
of A.A. As we strive to share in a spirit of trust, both at meetings and individually
with sponsors and friends, it is reasonable for each member to expect a
meaningful level of safety (11).
At least A.A. is acknowledging this systemic dilemma but combined with the notion that
“there are no rules in A.A.,” enforcement of safety gets tricky. It’s not hard to see A.A. as
synonymous with the patriarchal white-male problems in American society. Issues of
white-male aggression, sexism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, racism, and ableism
threaten American citizens’ lives on a daily basis and have done so since this country was
founded (colonized). This is a challenging reality in our country, let alone A.A. Because
of patriarchal members (and other culturally conservative members, not limited to white
men or white women), and their personal biases, belief systems, or politics, the wellbeing
and safety of certain members have been jeopardized. On top of the external societal
systemic oppression problems, these marginalized members are already dealing with
outside the rooms of A.A. Meetings can have all the PSAs and safety cards they want, it’s
in the application, or the lack thereof, where the message of inclusion conveniently gets
lost. Because the majority of A.A. is white-male, “reading the safety thing” that doesn’t
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necessarily affect them, is seen as taking away from time that could be better spent in
meetings; this is the epitome of white-male privilege and toxic masculinity.
In A.A., inclusion is based on the Third Tradition, “The only requirement for
A.A. membership is a desire to stop drinking,” but the tradition is often weaponized as a
blanket statement to the disrespect shown towards LGBTQs+/GNC, BIPOCs, women,
Differently Abled persons, atheists, agnostics, etc., as a way to say all persons who have a
desire to stop drinking can be members, as long as the core remains unpolluted. It’s their
way to avoid having uncomfortable conversations about sexual harassment, threats of
violence, bullying, racial intolerance, sexual and gender identity discrimination. No one
wants to pressure members into particular points of views about ideas or “other outside
issues.” Because if these oppressors, in A.A., start to look in the mirror and have these
conversations, then they really have to change. They’ve never been affected by whether
or not they’ve felt safe in A.A. And of course, “sponsorship plays an important role and
sponsors can be helpful in pointing out warning signs or unhealthy situations to sponsees
and newcomers,” (3) but when you are in a particular arena of A.A., especially in a
culturally conservative community area where the white-male is the demographic mass of
A.A., if you are not one of them, you end up bearing witness to the grooming that occurs,
and see how patriarchal ideological constructs and rigid practices trickle down the
sponsorship lineages (Staten Island is 75.7% white, which it’s A.A. meetings mirror).
These heteropatriarchal spaces are focused on creating and maintaining an environment
of members (like themselves), and it’s clear that safety, visibility, and/or inclusivity are
not important. -- Inclusion should never be compromised. So, yes, A.A. is a microcosm
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of our American society at large, but also its sprinkled locations, and the last four years of
our political history basically gave them that pass.
I have always reflected on the subversive power of being an invisible voice in
A.A.’s elitist spaces, and falling into the ambiguous categories between gender, sex, and
sexuality binaries that are silenced by the program’s hegemonic forces. As mentioned
above, suburban arenas of A.A. are definitely more elitist, and even way more
patriarchally insular than at times, their actual external suburbs or communities. Within
these specific locations of A.A., you get the bleeding deacon, proselytization of
Christianity (though A.A. does not promote a particular sect or denomination, members
need to review the Preamble), moralization of the Bill Wilson redemption story. This
master narrative of A.A. represents a particular social literacy event to which gatekeepers
measure members’ stories and experiences, which has greatly retained the program’s
heteropatriarchalness.
In 2021, there’s still a lot of inappropriate behavior and misappropriated language
practice in the rooms that continue to be dismissed by the dominant voices (circling back
to “13th stepping” jokes). Most of the mocking, patronizing, and discord comes from
privileged white-male old-timer members who feel that only newcomers are really
bothered by these problems, as if they are making too much of things, or that they just
need to learn how to “Live and Let Live,” being forced to take on A.A.’s antiquated
doctrinal practices. It’s not that these members are trying to be Bill Wilson themselves,
but sometimes it becomes a competitive game of who can tell the story better, and who
can maintain A.A.’s historical heterosexism (homophobia, transphobia, racism, etc.).
Women are often involved, and members of Color take on the institution’s politico
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because of its inherent white-male demographic. But discussions of these safety problems
and issues of inclusion have always been circulating and resurfacing in A.A. 69
You’ll often hear members manipulatively say, “Live and let leave,” “Feelings
aren’t facts,” or “A.A. is not a bed of mental health,” as a way to manipulate and gaslight,
and avoid questioning or taking responsibility for this problem. The intervention is
necessary, but it goes beyond retitling pamphlets to pass the inclusion test or adjusting
the graphics and illustrations to be more diversified and visible. Heteronormative,
patriarchal, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, and privileged members need to become
aware that their behaviors and choices are affecting the status of A.A.’s future. It is clear
that these members are not being responsible and staying informed with current issues
and topics, that are regularly written about in A.A.’s Grapevine magazine and are now
more regularly discussed at General Service assemblies and conferences, which all
members may access. If A.A. continues to relegate LGBTQ+ experiences and issues in
12-Step recovery to “special interest” groups or supplemental literatures, to avoid public
controversy70, as LGBTQ+ stuff consists of “outside issues,” the institution will never
fully consider the safety, welfare, and voices of all its members. These members might
choose or be forced to leave, seeking safer and alternative spaces of recovery.

The phrase “13th stepping” is in reference to male members’ predatory behavior
towards female newcomers, and it is shuffled around the rooms of A.A. as a community
punchline. Members have written avidly in both the A.A. Grapevine and to the G.S.O. to
put a stop to this, because in what world should notions about rape and sexual assault be
weaponized as comedy in a recovery program? This is just another form of privilege and
patriarchal abuse of power in the program.
70 A.A. Tradition 10: “Alcoholics Anonymous has no opinion on outside issues; hence the
A.A. name ought never be drawn into public controversy.”
69
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“KEEP IT ON ALCOHOLISM”: FROM THE REVISION OF THE GAY/LESBIAN
IN A.A. PAMPHLET AND A.A.’s GRAPEVINE, “THE MEETING IN PRINT”

[Figure 19: May 2019 issue of The Link, No. 592, “The Transgender Alcoholic in A.A.,”
Figure 20: A.A. and the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic 1989 pamphlet,
and Figure 21: LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A. 2018 pamphlet]
After decades of dialogue and advisory action suggestions, and prior to The Link
May 2019 issue, A.A.’s General Service Conference’s Literature Committee put out a
call for qualification stories to be included in the 2018 revision of the original A.A. and
the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic pamphlet, which became the LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A.
pamphlet. In the last year, members have spoken up about feeling silenced in A.A. rooms
because of their Queer identities, or even harassed for the same reason, and how they
were told to go to the spaces that were tailored for them, the “special interest groups.” In
the May 2019 issue of The Link, No. 592 (A.A. Southeastern New York area newsletter,
which includes the NYC boroughs where I attend meetings), the cover story was “The
Transgender Alcoholic in A.A.” It’s clear that there’s been a failure to publicly
acknowledge (purposeful leaving out) of A.A. Queer history because “the A.A. name
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ought never be drawn into public controversy,”71 which I can see as a way to preserve
and protect the organization, but as a direct harm to non-hegemonic communities of
members within the institution. LGBTQ+, GNC, and BIPOC community voices continue
to be excluded both from A.A. and the literary materials of the organization.
In New York City, LGBTQ+ activism should be no shock. But even with the
history of Stonewall, and the city’s progressive stans on Queerness, “some Transgender
alcoholics have been met with resistance in A.A” (1). The violence and microaggressions
towards Trans persons in society is horrific already, so for the same to occur in A.A.
seems more detrimental to those recovering members experiences and sense of selves
who are seeking a safe place to recover. Trans visibility and safety still remain a huge
issue in A.A. meetings. The newsletter gave support and guidelines on dealing with
members from the Transgender community who are also A.A. members, on language
practices, chosen names, ways of identifying, pronoun and gender usage (which are not
only limited to persons in the Trans community).
In that same issue, a member shares their experience of being chased out of
meetings because of their gender identity, and described how, as an openly Transgender
alcoholic, they did not see themselves reflected in the rooms of Alcoholics Anonymous.
For this particular member, attending a “Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming”
A.A. meeting, gave them a layer of identification that general (“regular”) A.A. meetings
did not provide, though diversity in A.A. matters. As a result, this member contributed to

Line from A.A.’s Tradition Ten, which continues, “no opinions on outside issues.”;
Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, 1ed. Alcoholics
Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
71
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the 2018 revision of the “LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A.” pamphlet. Trans stories have since
been included in the update, which “signals progress” (3).
When meeting a transgender person, the vocabulary may be unfamiliar.
Transgender is an “umbrella” term for people whose gender identity differs from
the sex they were assigned at birth. They may also describe themselves as Trans,
Non-binary or Gender Nonconforming. Some AA’s find themselves feeling
uncertain about what transgender names and pronouns to use. Here are two
suggestions: 1) Use a person’s chosen name. People feel more welcome when
their chosen names are respected, even if they were known by another; and 2)
When someone identifies as a certain gender, use the pronouns appropriate for
that gender. If uncertain which pronoun to use, go ahead and ask: What pronouns
do you use? If it’s not possible to ask, consider using they/ them instead of he/him
or she/her. Some transgender alcoholics have met with resistance in AA when
seeking our help. Here we can practice Traditions 3 and 5. Some encounter
resistance to participating fully in our program, including in service commitments
and fellowship activities. The principle embodied in Concept IV is especially
helpful here. (1)
While this Trans member shared their experience, giving members language and a brief
guide, it is not to act as the voice of all LGBTQs+ experiences in A.A. They feel that
sharing their experiences being the only Transgender or Queer person in the mainstream
(“regular”) meeting rooms can help members in the organization overcome the fear and
hatred that forces LGBTQ+ members to hide in the back of the rooms. In Area 49 of New
York, Transgender members have been elected to serve as General Service
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Representatives, and for future SENY Conventions, there’s already been talk of
designating gender-neutral restrooms. The Link article closes with Jane E., the Area 49
Delegate (of the General Service Body), reminding all members of their commitment to
service all members, and respect the program’s traditions and principles, making sure the
message of A.A. is always about acceptance, tolerance, and inclusion. Thus, the article is
a leap forward towards creating more living counter-hegemonic texts in A.A. As a
reminder, it initially took a decade for the pamphlet to be created in the first place, and
then it also took nearly thirty years for it to be revised. My experience comparing the two
editions helped pique my interest in learning more about how LGBTQs+ have opened a
new world of possibilities in A.A. through very specific literacy changes.
But dualistic branding in A.A. has played out through its literature, especially
within A.A. personal stories and publications as they intertwine or relate to notions of
gender, sexuality, race, ability, without really ever attempting to dismantle A.A.’s
cisheteronormativity. This social framework is definitely problematizing especially for
new members, newcomers from 2015+, who are trying to come into the program and
create a stability identity for themselves but not really seeing themselves represented in
certain locations or A.A. arenas. And while the press functions to serve members as they
navigate issues and complexities within the A.A. program, their stories and inquiries as
resolved with an endorsement of the program, as the Queer members’ stories always
return to the qualification paradigm narrative.
The 1989 A.A. and the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic pamphlet contains two stories,
“What It Was Like” and “There Was a Solution,” both generalizing being “gay in A.A.”
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without specific Queer identifying language or experience(s), within the narrative
constraints of the A.A. message, which is clearly deliberated alone from the stories’ titles.
Since the beginning, A.A. groups have traditionally welcomed anyone with a
drinking problem and many gay and Lesbian members feel very much at home in
any A.A. group. There are those of us, however, who feel more comfortable in
gay groups, where for a time we find it easier to identify as an alcoholic or to be
open about certain personal issues (9).
In this particular section of the pamphlet, it is clear that the tone is asserting that Gay and
Lesbian members only spend a brief time in “gay groups” to talk about “personal issues,”
before resuming to “regular” meetings. This assertion reflects the attitudes of A.A.’s
homophobic and cis-heteronormative outlook back in 1989, even though the pamphlet
was written by Barry Leach, an out member of A.A. Following the stories was a
questionnaire checklist, “Are you an alcoholic?,” “How It Works,” “What A.A. does not
do,” and the appendices of the Twelve Steps and the Twelve Traditions. The pamphlet’s
title had Queerer context than the entire pamphlet, with the term “Lesbian” referenced six
times, and the term “gay” referenced eleven times, the term “homosexual” referenced
once, and the term “sexual orientation” referenced once. The revision was entirely
necessary for the advocacy of true LGBTQ+ visibility. As the 1989 pamphlet version
states, this serves as “an inlet for men and Women who are afraid that they won’t be
accepted by the A.A. community because they are Gay” (1). Using terminology like
“inlet” might seem welcoming for Queer members, that the pamphlet is a way into the
program to make them feel safe, but that quote denotes that there’s a possibility they
might not be accepted by the A.A. community because they are Gay. Also, very literally
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and metaphorically the term “inlet” signifies a separation from the larger community,
already suggesting that Queer members are and were then, on the margins of A.A., as a
small part of the whole.
In the 2018 revision, there are the drastic differences in language use and there are
thirteen personal stories that include gender nonconformity, Transgender, Lesbian, Gay,
intersex, bisexual, et. al., members’ experiences, and that not only talk about finding
community in A.A., but also about coming out, Queer culture, getting sober,
transitioning, dealing with trauma and shame through therapy (“outside help”). Even the
title of the 2018 pamphlet, LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A., is more expansive and Queerinclusive than the 1989 version. But I imagine a newer version should and could come
into fruition to be inclusive to Gender Non-Conforming and Non-Binary members, even
if in just its title, instead of blanketing these experiences under “LGBTQ.” In the
pamphlet the following terms and phrases, or LGBTQ community identifiers, were
referenced: “Lesbian/Gay woman,” “Gay,” “Bisexual/Bisexuality,” “Transgender,
“Queer,” “Questioning,” “LGBTQ/LGBTQ community,” “Sexuality,” “Coming out,
“Identity crisis,” “Trans/Transgender alcoholics,” “Gender Non-Conforming,” “Allinclusive,” “Gay clubs/Gay bar culture,” “Gay meetings,” “Gay alcoholic,” “Gay
Community,” “Female Hormones,” “Transition,” “Gay man in recovery,” “Sexual
orientation,” “Femininity,” “Sexual interests,” “My deepest secret,” “Female to male,”
and “Abusive childhood.” Similar to the 1989 edition, following the stories is a “How It
Works” section, “Where to find A.A.” section, within which Barry Leach’s phrasing has
been updated. “Many LGBTQ alcoholics feel quite comfortable in any A.A. group. Yet,
many A.A. communities also have special interest groups for LGBTQ individuals, where
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it may be easier to identify as an alcoholic or to be open about certain personal issues”
(31). The original phrasing stated “Gay and Lesbian” individuals, so the revision has
broadened the threshold of freely identifying as one is in A.A. Also, as in the earlier
pamphlet, appendices of the Twelve Steps and the Twelve Traditions are included. In
reading and reviewing and comparing both editions of the pamphlet, as an out-Lesbian,
and an active member of the LBGTQ+ community, as a LGBTQ+/GNC ally for student
organizations at the universities I adjunct at, working on ad hoc committees for LGBTQ+
university resource centers, the language developments prove to be just. And, in the 2018
edition, the language is more inclusive and equitable.
In one particular Lesbian member’s story, in the first edition of the A.A. and the
Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic pamphlet, she states that, “A.A. has provided the constant source
of support so vitally necessary…” (10). While I myself had a problem with this
statement, because I have not always been accepted as a Lesbian, or as a woman, in A.A.,
I imagine that LGBTQs+ reading statements like these might have been the driving force
in revising the pamphlet to be more in sight with LGBTQ+ experience in the world, and
in A.A.
I must stress how powerful it was for me to see Gay alcoholics whose lives did
not revolve around the bar scene, who had good relationships and friends, who
were having lots of fun in their lives. For this reason, Gay meetings were very
important to me as a newcomer (Daniel, 9).
The original version was more about A.A. than it was about the Gay/Queer members’
experiences in A.A. Again, this recapitulates the notion that though the pamphlet was
purposefully created for visibility and as a literary safe haven for Gay/Lesbian members,
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the language and literacy practice was quite evident of the usual return to the
qualification narrative paradigm. In my area of A.A., I have never heard a truly inclusive
Queer qualification, nor have I ever shared one so freely. While this is subjective,
LGBTQs+ who come into A.A. learn how to play along with the cisheteronormativity of
the program, like they do everywhere else in America.
From the trauma I experienced as a Lesbian, with coming out, the only alcoholic
who could understand me bone-deep, is another LGBTQ+ person, who is also a
recovering alcoholic. Queer members of A.A. absolutely need LGBTQ+ meetings
because that experience can only be languaged by someone of that community.
Being rejected by society and my mother for being a Lesbian - her telling me I
was “evil” and basically going to hell - did not help. Having been brought up in a
strict religion, I even tried going on a religious mission in hopes that God would
cure me from being an alcoholic and a Lesbian (Sharon, 28-29).
While I got sober seven years prior to the pamphlet’s revision, I only picked it up
recently this year to read it, for this dissertation chapter. What tends to happen in A.A.,
with Queer members who get sober mainstream meetings, usually attempt to resolve their
trauma with the cis-heteronormative experience of the 12 Steps, because the steps can be
adapted and utilized in any area of our lives. It wasn’t until 2018 that I realized how
untrue that was, and how unresolved that part of my life history was, and how I blanketed
that healing with getting sober in non-Queer (non-inclusive) meetings of A.A.; because
you are an alcoholic first, before you are anything else, it works, if you work it.
I was soon sitting in a Gay A.A. meeting surrounded by men and Women whose
sharing I understood because their experience was so like my own it spoke to my
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heart. Because of their sharing, I was able to gain new strength and hope (Carol,
18).
Like Carol, attending Queer/LGBTQ+ meetings accompanied with therapy and mental
health solutions helped me find a community that not only experienced trauma and
discrimination in the way that I had growing up, but the sharing of it influenced the
spiritual functioning of Queer A.A. members. I began to feel more comfortable
addressing the traumatic events and shame from my past pre-sobriety with coming out
and not being accepted, because I was shoulder-to-shoulder with community members
who were sharing out in a safe space that we each affirmed for each other. Before this
experience, I had swept the impact of this trauma under a rug because there are no
victims in recovery, recovering from a seemingly hopeless state of mind and body, and I
willingly took active ownership of the physical, verbal, and emotional abuse I endured,
because “of the 4th column” and to clean up my side of the street. For the first seven
years of my recovery, I was only attending “regular meetings” with people whose
identities and culture reflected the individuals and ideologies I was victimized by over the
course of my life, and still sometimes, presently.
Hegemonic members in A.A. don’t understand the interpersonal and
intersectional forms of trauma in Queer persons. LGBTQ+ alcoholics understand
microaggressions, harassment, violence, rejection, shame, sexualization, and
victimization more so than any non-LGBTQ+ member could, no matter how “woke”
some non-LGBTQ+ members are.
People said things to me - usually in support, but sometimes people said horrible
things out of ignorance and intolerance. In the end, what I really found was a
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community of people that supported me no matter what, and I learned how to tell
the difference between the people who loved me and were willing to help me stay
sober and those who wanted to exclude me or bring me down (Sammy, 20).
While there are no victims in recovery, I, too, was very much victimized and traumatized
pre-sober, and I have experienced similar instances of LGBTQ+ intolerance at meetings,
being hypersexualized or sexually taunted by white-male old-timer members, especially
old-timers who are supposed to be the guardians of the traditions.
In the last two years of my continued sobriety since November 2011, I realized I
have always needed not only LGBTQ+ meetings, but other LGBTQs+, Women, and
Non-Binary folks, and allies in A.A. When I presented this to some sober pals or past
“spiritual advisers,” (sponsors) I embarked on conversations of “being different” or
suffering from “terminal uniqueness,” and I was told that the language of the heart means
that any alcoholic can speak to another. Essentially this means that “special interest”
groups are not real meetings, and mainstream A.A. is. Because of the work I am doing in
this dissertation (and therapy), as I share my research and findings with my current
sponsor (who I have been with for most of my recovery), I challenge her and our lineage
on this premise, especially using the pamphlet as a point of reference (and other A.A.
conference-approved literature I was raised in A.A. with). Also, while the newer edition
of the pamphlet integrates more inclusive language, I haven’t heard these literacy
practices in “regular” meetings I’ve attended, only the LGBTQ+, Queer, Gender NonConforming, or Non-Binary meetings. I’ve been on Zoom meetings where I was the only
one in the Zoom room who listed her preferred pronouns next to her name.
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To add to the consistency of hegemony, almost all of the thirteen stories in the
2018 LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A. pamphlet end with an endorsement of the expected A.A.
literacy narrative: “My primary purpose today is remembering that I am one among
many” (9), “happy, joyous, and free, one day at a time,” “Without this program, I would
still be suffering and just another gay alcoholic” (12), “I accept that Higher Power made
me exactly as I am supposed to be” (14), “Look for us in your local ‘Where & When’ …
the gay meetings are listed as such … We will save you a seat” (18), “being a gay, black
man is not a requirement for recovery -” (22), “For the first time, I truly started to love
myself, which has, in turn, led me to truly love others” (28). Here, again, we see the
language and literacy practice return to the qualification narrative paradigm.

[Figure 22: Sober & Out: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender AA Members Share
Their Experience, Strength, and Hope, A.A. Grapevine (2018), Figure 23: Sober & Out:
LGBTQ+ members share…, A.A. Grapevine Journal, Special Edition (August 2020)]
To continue to consider the ways Queer members have been speaking about and
advocating for LGBTQ+ visibility in the rooms, I turn to the A.A. Grapevine micropress,
which published a special journal edition and supplemental collection of LGBTQ+ stories
in A.A., written by Queer members (pictured above). AA-ers refer to the Grapevine as
the “meeting in print,” as it clearly reflects the socio-cultural components of the
organization’s structure by selecting members to share their current experiences with
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recovery, unity, and service as it pertains to A.A. program. In more recent years with
intentional use of Alcoholics Anonymous’ micro press, the A.A. Grapevine, ripple-maker
members have written out loud. They have been collaborating through thematic journals
to give voice to the underrepresented voices and identities within A.A. People who work
anonymously and non-anonymously behind the borders of A.A. to make it more inclusive
are not only countering members but countering long-standing culture of A.A., and some
of its odd customs. The magazine “meeting in print,” an addition to the main text, the Big
Book, its Part II: Personal Stories, and varied pamphlets, is attempting to make literary
change in A.A., while also trying to raise awareness.
The Grapevine press and website collect stories, cartoons, jokes, and artwork
created by A.A. members to create an extension of hope to the community. Some articles
center on the Steps, Traditions, and Concepts, while others share the informed opinions
of individual members, especially lending discussion on “sensitive issues.” The
Grapevine also functions as a mirror of the Fellowship. In 1946, Bill Wilson conveyed
that the Grapevine, originally founded in 1944, would function as a forum for A.A.
members.
The Grapevine will be the voice of the Alcoholics Anonymous movement. Its
editors and staff will be primarily accountable to the A.A. movement as a whole
… Within the bounds of friendliness and good taste, the Grapevine will enjoy
perfect freedom of speech on all matters directly pertaining to Alcoholics
Anonymous … Like the Alcoholics Anonymous movement, it is to mirror, there
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will be but on central purpose: The Grapevine will try to carry the A.A. message
to alcoholics and practice the A.A. principles in all its affairs.72
Although, it is widely known that every member of A.A. has their own individual way of
“working the program,” taking what they need and leaving the rest, I have only
experienced more authentic versions of carrying the message of A.A. as it relates to the
speaker’s or author’s individual experience or identity, because being printed on the
pages of the Grapevine is less intimidating than not being accepted or judged while
qualifying in front of the meeting room. Honesty and authenticity “permeate the pages of
the Grapevine.”
The Grapevine’s Story Archive is a digital archive, where every letter and article
ever written (print or digital subscriptions) has been preserved online through the A.A.
Grapevine website, https://www.aagrapevine.org/. As a subscribed reader of the
Grapevine, I identify with the powerful literacy that occurs in the journal press and
appreciate the role it has had within the organization’s structure. As a form of collective
guaranty, the Grapevine preserves A.A.’s cultural endeavors, community frictions, but, in
a way, it also consolidates the nuances and subtleties into activist subspaces. In other
words, if no one is reading these issues regularly, especially members from culturally
conservative groups, the press just places these problems and discussions somewhere
within the A.A. sphere.
The Grapevine literary press was founded by four Women (and two men), some
of whom were Lesbians, to create dialogue about A.A. culture, community practices,

For more information on the Grapevine, see
http://www.aagrapevine.org/content/about-us.
72
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sometimes as a way to create awareness about problematic issues and situations that
occur within the organization, while being disseminated through members’ experiences
on such accounts, as if they were sharing at a meeting (hence the “meeting in print”
reference). One of the founders, Marty Mann, who I’ve already introduced in this
chapter, was one of the early Women in A.A. to get sober and was a Lesbian. Bill Wilson
knew about Marty, of course, but like other early Gays in A.A.73, she remained in the
closet, in fear of A.A. being badly stigmatized for who they were letting in. Not too long
after, Marty Mann founded the National Council on Alcoholism, and she and many other
Gay and Lesbian members formed Gay meetings, as early as 1957, called “The Red
Door” and “The Saturday Night Follies” meetings.
I have found it difficult to locate the official history of these meetings as they are
not indicated in A.A. approved print, with the exception of the available public digital
archives (like https://aaagnostica.org/ and www.silkworth.net), A.A. conferenceapproved biographies and histories, in addition to Borden’s chronicle text. A lot of this
history has also been passed down through the grapevine by and through Queer members
in A.A. over the years. In order to access “conference-approved” archival documents
from the A.A. General Service Office, researchers or members have to put in a specific
request of what they will be looking for and explain specifically how they will be using
it. I didn’t know how to begin asking for what I needed until I came across the Grapevine
special editions and Borden’s The History of Gay People in Alcoholics Anonymous,
which I only had access to outside the literary borders of A.A.

New York City A.A. was alive and well with Queer members from its early days, since
1950. Even though they didn’t have their own meetings, early Queer members found
each other, and developed their own Gay recovery community.
73
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The Grapevine works as a form of literary counter-hegemony because the
members and writers behind have been trying to Queer A.A.’s literacy (and have been
since Marty Mann, and the many other Women who founded it), in order to help
destabilize the rhetorical agency that has been privileged in the longevity of A.A.’s
narrative history. The Queering of A.A.’s literacy and history reminds me of the way
Pritchard argues for fashioning of Black, Queer lives through archival texts, documents,
and literature. Queer people in A.A. do not fit into the normalizing categories A.A. has
enforced on them, and their literacy practices as being part of the LGBTQ+ community.
Through their theory of “restorative literacies,” 4r discusses how literacy is weaponized
to cause harm to Black LGBTQ+ community members. Similarly, in A.A., the archival
work of putting together repositories of Queer history, publishing stories and articles,
hosting workshops, whether in physical or digital spaces, is a way to create dialogue
though the institution continues to try to inadvertently deny them of their history in A.A.
through the traditions of their literature and literacy practice.
The Grapevine indicates that it does not assume a specific identity or makes an
attempt to secure any binary constructs, or other forms or concepts of identity politics
within the magazine. The Grapevine claims interest in bringing light and visibility to
institutional issues within the program. And while it has included stories and articles that
have spoken into experiences of LGBTQs+, BIPOC, Women, etc., to demonstrate
diversity, inclusion, love and tolerance, to support A.A. unity, the press’ hegemony
remains fundamentally fixed, as censorship and regulation of narratives are the main
facets of literacy being used as a tool in the program. Regardless of the Grapevine’s cofounders’ identity and Queer context, the dominant historical narrative paradigm of A.A.

217

is still wholly maintained in the Grapevine, even though members try to stretch its
borders. Despite the complexities, and critical attention paid to issues within the wall,
there is a sort of literacy surveillance, that even the Queer texts always return to the
redemption narrative. Those who know A.A.’s cultural history, and what constitutes as
“experience, strength, and hope” in the A.A. recovery story, understand that the very
activism and advocacy for marginalized voices has to still play by the rules.
In the Grapevine’s August 2020 special edition issue, Sober & Out: LGBTQ+
members share…, there are a few articles that discuss members’ experiences attending
meetings as LGBTQ+ members, including the fact that when members saw LGBTQ+
literature present at “mainstream meetings” it made them “feel welcome” (11). There’s
no doubt that LGBTQ+ members and advocates in A.A. have been working hard to cocreate literature that speaks to the LGBTQ+ personal recovery story. In this same issue,
like Sherry L.’s story, “Like a Prayer,” many LGBTQs+ in A.A. don’t think “that a bunch
of white old men had anything to offer … Homophobia was evident in our country, as
well as in A.A. I pretended the rejection of some people wasn’t a big deal and I was sure
to show no shame for being who I am” (2). What Sherry shared, about learning from the
“white old men” is nothing but your average recovery colloquialism in the rooms. While
these stories are powerful, because they are located within the Grapevine’s international
magazine, the pattern of each Queer story follows the narrative paradigm that hegemonic
members follow, a story one would expect to hear at meetings, with slight difference in a
few details, as to keep to the “meeting in print” genre. This makes me think about how
prejudices and preconceived ideas about the LGBTQ+ community both in society and in
A.A. continue to exist because of how LGBTQ+ members follow the program’s
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qualification paradigm, in the vein of the Bill Wilson story, and how some or many avoid
saying anything about their sexual and/or gender identity as a part of their recovery story,
and who they are as people.
There is at least one person who stopped coming to my homegroup because of my
Lesbianism. I’m fairly certain there are others, but I really stay out of any of that.
I’m a firm believer that A.A. needs to be safe for everyone who comes into the
doors (29).
This is how safety in A.A. and “special interest” groups are both a double-edged sword,
because fear of discrimination is one reason LGBTQ+ members try to blend in at
“general” (termed “regular”/” mainstream) meetings, but also how they might reserve to
only open share about their Queer experiences in LGBTQ+ meetings. Expecting
LGBTQ+ members to come forward and share out about their experiences, as a way to
help hegemonic members change their attitudes, is a form of exploitative labor.
Marginalized voices and bodies shouldn’t have to embody this more than they already do,
and it’s just another way to make it easy for non-LGBTQ+ members in A.A.
Editors and collaborators of the Grapevine are continually trying to produce
counter-hegemonic texts and narratives to address how A.A. has always survived on its
implicitly orthodoxed social norms and gender roles. In addition to the special edition,
two years prior, the Grapevine published Sober & Out: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender AA Members Share Their Experience, Strength and Hope. In this book,
Grapevine editors published stories of LGBTQ+ members’ experience in A.A. to broaden
the horizon of recovery in A.A, and perhaps, deepen LGBTQ+ members’ experience in
the program. These individual stories are organized into chapters by themes and topics,

219

“What it was like for LGBT AAs…,” “Voices of Lesbian AAs,” “Voices of Gay male
AAs,” “Transgender, bisexual, and other AAs discuss acceptance, uniqueness, and
alcoholism,” “Dealing with judgment and lack of acceptance…” and many others. In this
text, I became most interested in Chapter 2, “Voices of Lesbian AAs.” I was curious to
see if I experienced a sense of unity with these storytellers, because the words LGBTQs+
use is important in the identification process, apart from alcoholic identity markers and
descriptors. But, after reading this special edition of the Grapevine, I was convinced that
the LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A. pamphlet proved to advocate for more Queer visibility.
LGBTQ+ A.A. members always return to the redemptive A.A. literacy narrative,
within the qualification paradigm. With the exception of declaring publicly that this
member identified as Lesbian, there’s little to no additional Queer identification
descriptors being used. This quote exemplifies the “what it’s like now” part of the
qualification narrative paradigm, that follows the “what it was like” and “what I did”
sections.
I then started to work the Steps, and for five years I have not had a drink, a pill, or
any drugs. My life has changed, my way of thinking has changed, and my opinion
of life has changed also. Today, I accept the fact that I am an alcoholic, and that
means not to take the first drink, to live the suggested AA program with all my
heart. I am happy to be a Lesbian; I love my daily work. I am a painter, which is
what I have always wanted to be - it was the biggest dream of my alcoholic life
(F.G., 22).
I don’t think this act, or the stories, makes the program seem ingenuine. As a part of the
community myself, I’ve told versions of my story that have returned to and endorse the
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foundation of the program, because of my dedication, membership, and love of A.A. still
resonate (simply because of the gratitude of being sober and this being the very thing that
saved my life).
I now live in an area that holds at least one gay meeting every day of the week,
but I don’t find it important to make gay meetings only … To me, it is sad when
someone from a minority can feel accepted only in a group of other minority
people. This program has given me the freedom to feel that I belong in several
areas of my life, not just with gays … I was told from the very beginning to keep
an open mind with everyone who walked through the doors of AA … I thank each
member who, when I came into AA, accepted me for who and what I am (L. P.,
24).
Like this member, I have never shared the coming out as part of my story, and I clung to
the ways of telling the story that allowed me to be in any meeting in A.A., because “it
took me a while to feel comfortable being out in gay AA” (M.F., 26). It took me a long
time to feel comfortable being out in A.A., let alone “gay A.A.” because of the years of
internalized homophobia that I worked through with the help of the Steps and therapy
(a.k.a. “outside help”). In the same story, the qualifier shared about not being accepted in
his home: “I’d grown up in a family where Queers were made fun of and I adopted some
homophobia that I seriously needed to look at.” And being and getting sober in cisheteronormative spaces of A.A. delayed that for me, even though the program changed
my life. I learned how to tell my story, and insert that I was a Lesbian, but like most
qualification stories, I kept it more on A.A.’s message than me. Even in “gay A.A.”
meetings, respectively, qualification stories are still occurring within the rigidity of the
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institution, still playing by its hegemonic rules, because the subculture calls forward the
impacts of this normative narrativizing strategy of blending that the A.A. community has
always already had.
A.A.’s biggest problem is that it’s duplicitous: the organization claims that
everyone is equal, unity, fellowship, etc., but that is clearly not unconditionally true, and
this is traceable through A.A.’s literacy and literature produced. The majority of
heteropatriarchal and cis-heteronormative members claim it doesn’t exist, the “it” being
the hierarchical power dynamics of patriarchal white men inherently occupying A.A.’s
historical and present space, as well as bearing the authoritative voice (which is
quintessential of any historical leaning in American society). The perpetuation of
cisheteronormativity in A.A. makes the cultural problem almost impossible to correct,
denying that there is a problem leaves little to no room or opportunity to begin fixing, as
well as minimal space for Queer members to claim their voices. And this cultural
condition doesn’t account for all members, because as discussed, there are members
fearlessly urging the organization to have these conversations, especially more so since
the 2010s+.
In Audre Lorde’s 1980 paper delivered at Copeland Colloquium (Amherst
College),74 she shares how objectified groups are expected to “stretch out” the
institutional barriers, that it becomes their responsibility to “teach the oppressors their
mistakes.”
Black and Third World people are expected to educate white people as to our
humanity. Women are expected to educate men. Lesbians and Gay men are
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expected to educate the heterosexual world. The oppressors maintain their
position and evade responsibility for their own actions. There is a constant drain
of energy which might be better used in redefining ourselves and devising
realistic scenarios for altering the present and constructing the future (Lorde 115).
Lorde’s paper addresses how movements have mobilized situations of joint power,
misnaming and misusing (and ignoring) the “outsider” experience, especially when
people legitimize Black Women’s experiences as being similar to white Women’s
experience (which they aren’t shared or similar), under the umbrella of the patriarchal
system. Lorde’s talk resonates deeply with me, especially about how in A.A. cisheteropatriarchal experiences are not synonymous as Queer experiences, how the power
system seduces marginalized members to think they have the same experience and power
because of the need for unity and homogeneity. Additionally, just like white Women
joining the societal power structure of the American mythical norm, the “white, thin,
male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure,” (116) white Women in
A.A. are often “joining the oppressor under the pretense of sharing power” (118).
LGBTQ+s in A.A. are led to believe that they are invited to be totally a part of, “an
invitation to join power,” as like white women in A.A. receive a “range of pretended
choices and reward for identifying with the patriarchal power and its tools” (119). Sooner
or later, white women learn how to quiet themselves in A.A, play submissive, behave,
gatekeep, so they can be (and stay) “allowed to co-exist with patriarchy in relative
peace.”
As a member of the LGBTQ+/GNC communities, I relate to Lorde’s critique
because I recognize that there’s been a major erasure of Queer bodies and voices in A.A.,
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let alone BIPOC bodies and voices who have also had to “battle against racial erasure” if
especially they intersect with LGBTQ+ marginalization and sexual/gender hostility
antagonism.
For we have, built into all of us, old blueprints of expectations and response, old
structures of oppression, and these must be altered at the same time as we alter the
living conditions which are a result of those structures. For the master’s tools will
never dismantle the master’s house (123).
In Alcoholics Anonymous, Queerness/LGBTQ+ and GNC are also intersectionally
marginalized by race and whiteness in A.A. I apply Lorde’s theory in thinking about how
the lack of visibility of Queer members in mainstream A.A. meetings is because of the
heteropatriarchal and heteronormative white bias in “regular meetings” as not wanting to
embrace anything different than what they know, and frankly because Queer members
attend LGBTQ+, GNC, and Non-Binary meetings (and sometimes, Queer-visible
Women’s meetings). Lorde was speaking directly into academia through a feminist lens
about how voices communed in a faulty version of solidarity leaving out the most
important voices that were key to truncate patriarchal structures. This could be seen in
(white) Women gathering to create safer spaces for Women in A.A. with that same
rationale but using the tools of the patriarchy in the program, the narrative devices,
eliciting a level of authority, while keeping the borders of those (their) meetings
attenuated (even though, they themselves have experienced the allowableness of being in
the program after years of not being permitted in the structure). Often Women of Color in
A.A. are left outside of those spaces, though they attend. The question is this: will Queer
members really ever be truly able to change A.A.’s literacy praxis when some of their
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members also support the master’s house with the master’s tools, allowing the patriarchal
structure to remain in control over the narrative?
“NOTHING CHANGES IF NOTHING CHANGES75”: MOVING BEYOND THE
CIS-HETERONORMATIVE WALLS OF A.A.
Openly talking about LGBTQ+ struggles in A.A. counters exclusion, especially
since Queer visibility is becoming more transparent in community spaces, media, etc.
LGBTQ+ members are creating the fellowship they seek in A.A.; unity is vital in the
program. But I return to this: Alcoholics Anonymous is connected towards certain sociocultural and political implications because many members avoid participating in civic
discourse and critical thinking of community issues. If the majority of A.A. is whitemale, Christian, financially secure (and frankly also mostly middle-aged), the hegemonic
structure is less likely to recognize its own deeply embedded political forces that are tied
to that power identity. No surprise. In her 1990 article, “Twelve Step Programs: A
Lesbian feminist Critique,” Bette Tallen discusses how 12-Step recovery avoids
responsibility to respond to its own oppressive situations, “such as racism, classism, AntiSemitism, ableism, and ageism … the political is the personal” (Tallen 394).
I celebrate any program that saves Women’s lives, but that does not necessarily
make it feminist or appropriate for Lesbians (390).
While Tallen’s article specifically addresses issues of the “depoliticization of feminism”
that “underlies Alcoholics Anonymous and the twelve-step programs,” (395) I suggest
that many members choose to remain uncritical of the program’s ideologies and cultural

A.A. slogan in meetings that means alcoholics don’t see change unless they change
something, in other words, true transformation is a result of actually making necessary
changes to better one’s circumstances.
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practices, even though they continue to become increasingly controversial over the years.
The blatant ignorance, choosing not to see the political forces that run rampant through
the program, permits members to overlook the systems of oppression within its
institutional walls. Therefore, the program is politically limited. While this chapter has
explored the ways that Queer members and the organization have both adopted and
implemented ways of working around the homophobic (Queer/transphobic) the
ideologies of A.A. through literacy, no one has blatantly subverted them. It’s clear that
Queer members have reached a certain level of privilege and status in the program, to
have as much space and literature and visibility as they (we) have currently been allowed,
but still, the core of the program is politically and conservative in its language and
literacy practices. I am amazed by the question Tallen asked, challenging A.A. in the
1990s, “Whose experience is at the center of Twelve Step programs?” (398) Today in
2021, it’s still unclear, even as I write this autoethnographic text about having my
experience and history silenced (essentially denied), and even after working with Queer
A.A. histories and locating how LGBTQ+ members are trying to make change in A.A.
My disheartened sentiment is not intended to reduce the labor and efforts of Queer
members who have made significant change in A.A., especially through literature
(pamphlets and the Grapevine) and the addition of LGBTQ+/GNC meetings. But
nonetheless, it is still abundantly clear that the heteropatriarchal experience and history
will remain centralized in A.A.
So, I return to Tallen’s play on words, with a specific line in the Serenity Prayer
ritually recited at meetings, “accept the things I cannot change,” (400) which is what
Tallen claims as “AA’s nonpartisan stance ends up supporting the maintenance of the

226

status quo.” If we were to remove the denial that this is all a direct byproduct of A.A.’s
patriarchal underpinnings, and its emphasis on “the traditional nuclear family,” (401)
current membership would be more likely to engage in open discussions than preferring
to turn a blind eye to its heteropatriarchal language system and push for “subordination to
the patriarchal family.” Like Tallen, I do agree that A.A.’s fundamentalism does not
“create an atmosphere that allows us to heal and to challenge the forces that oppressed
us,” (403) speaking specifically of Queer members, and also including Women,
especially Women of Color. The program has allowed cis-white heteropatriarchal
middle-class Christian members “an easy way to rest in their privilege” (406). This
makes me return to my stance on white Women in A.A. having failed all Women, and
Queer members, because of their privilege to “pass” to keep their place in A.A. and
participate in the heterosexist and Queer-phobic cultural context. Again, this statement
does not reduce the efforts, labors, and hassles Queer members have been encumbered
with, as they have been trying to advocate for visibility since the late 1970s, early 1980s,
whether individual or collectively, and because they waded through the discouragement
of independent thought in A.A. - terminal uniqueness.
Because of these recirculating issues, members have gathered at the Annual
General Service Conference meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous, and many discussions
have been had about whether or not the organization is behind any other institution in
American society, especially in these last recent years (i.e., business firms, professional
athletics, government, academia, law enforcement, civil service, military, etc.). As a
microcosm of American society, many members would justify that Alcoholics
Anonymous is an organization that is by far in better shape than other institutions,
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because of the tenets of the program, and constantly reminding members to choose
principles over personalities. Homophobia and transphobia are as easily justified in any
place in America, and especially in A.A.
I recently had a conversation with a sober friend (who would identify herself as a
feminist in A.A.) about society’s cultural incompetency surrounding LGBTQ+/GNC
lives, experiences, trauma, stories, and calls for safety, and tremendous inadequacy in
A.A. We both agreed that this is even so for Transgender-identified folks, and how most
of the attention in A.A. (and American society) has been on the traditional cisgendered
heteronormative narrative system.
AA-ers do not like the implications of addiction not discriminating, yet the
membership of A.A. recovery, as a community, is a smaller mirror of America’s
larger society, and therefore subject to all the same problems. Power begets
power, so it follows that if the original key holders of A.A. were white straight
men, all white straight men get a leg up in A.A. (Staten Island woman in A.A.)
Thus, while we think A.A. recovery culture has transcended the rigid atmosphere of
church basements (though most meetings still take place in church basements),
heteropatriarchal members aren’t questioning their status or membership for “outside
issues” or “personal matters outside A.A.” because there’s no fear that’s been deeply
ingrained in them. Cult recruitment vibes in A.A. aren’t so much about A.A. meetings
taken place in church basements as it is about how to be in A.A., and how to carry that
dominion at any cost. I doubt very much that white men in A.A. harbor the same fear that
they aren’t qualifying well or being good enough in A.A., as BIPOCs, LGBTQs+, GNC,
Women, Differently Abled, etc. The popular expectations in A.A have always been more
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than suggestive of heteronormativity, and as this chapter has shown, outsiders can even
see that through The Link May 2019 issue, the last membership survey (which was done
in 214) the revision of the A.A. and the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic pamphlet into the LGBTQ
Alcoholics in A.A. pamphlet, the Grapevine special issue and its printed text of Sober &
Out.
Nonetheless, Queer members have mobilized themselves through A.A.’s power
structure in order to create a positive trajectory of change, one that includes visibility and
inclusion. In order to see themselves in the rooms of A.A., Queer members continue to
commune and compose together in hopes to substantively disrupt the hegemonic cultural
narrative. This literacy work of survival continues to empower understanding, empathy,
and community activism in the form of Queer recovery episteme. By creating safe,
inclusive, Queer spaces, and terming meetings as “LGBTQ+,” “Women and GNC,”
“Rainbow Room,” or “Trans-friendly,” et. al., instead of being merely labeling them as
“special interest” groups, members are trying to move beyond the heteronormative
enclosure while holding the institution to its own words, “from every walk of life and of
every stripe,”76 so that the invisible becomes visible as it's pulled from the margins.
Telling their stories that authentically characterize and resonate with the Queer
experience, while also being in alcoholism recovery, challenges the normative narrative
that has been very much in place since the 1930s. The sheer visibility of Queer bodies
literally taking space in a patriarchal program while sharing their voices and experiences
is essentially taking the program’s principle of tolerance and turning it right back on the
fellowship. This is a way to demand the need for change through the intersection of the
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practice, traditions, and principles of the program. It’s also a way to move beyond the
liminal histories and rhetorical functions of A.A.’s hegemony at best trying to avoid the
further misappropriation and marginalization of Queer members, while still playing by
the rules (even though there are no rules in A.A.). I know now, that while I belong in any
meeting of A.A., I most certainly belong in LGBTQ+ meetings of A.A. because it’s a
different kind of belonging, it’s a way to ensure survival and assert visibility of Queer
members in A.A. But in Chapter 4, I explore how creating inclusive dialogic spaces for
LGBTQ+ alcoholics to share their stories, can help scholars better understand the
intersections and overlaps of Queer experiences, as they attempt to create a fuller
narrative account on the podcast. I argue that through a live-stream digital storytelling
project, called “Voices from Rock Bottom,” Queer sober persons not only feel safer
telling and creating their stories in the feminist makerspace outside the program’s
institutional walls, while they play with and challenge the program’s language and
literacy praxis. I believe spaces like this one are a way for Queer sober persons to create
community and engage in public and civic recovery rhetoric in this alternative
storytelling space. It’s a way for them to reconcile their silenced Queer histories without
the pressures of judgment and gatekeeping from the enclosure of a meeting’s
heteronormative and heteropatriarchal audience. It’s also another way for Queer persons
to more fully participate in their culture without acquiescing to heteronormative narrative
boundaries.
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CHAPTER 4 - THE PUBLIC WORK OF QUEERING RECOVERY LITERACY
“I do not think that any of us would presume to believe that Alcoholics Anonymous in its
present form will necessarily last forever. We can only hope that it will lead to better
things for those who suffer from alcoholism; that the lessons and examples of our
experience may in some measure bring comfort and assurance … In the years ahead we
shall, of course, make mistakes. Experience has taught us that we need have no fear of
doing this, providing that we always remain willing to confess our faults and to correct
them promptly. Our growth as individuals has depended upon this healthy process of trial
and error. So will our growth as a fellowship. Let us always remember that any society of
men and women that cannot freely correct its own faults must surely fall into decay if not
into collapse. Such is the universal penalty for the failure to go on growing. Just as each
A.A. must continue to take his moral inventory and act upon it, so must our whole society
do if we are to survive and if we are to serve usefully and well.” Bill Wilson, A.A. Comes
of Age, p. 231
INTRODUCTION: THE DIGITAL FUTURE OF THE QUEER RECOVERY
NARRATIVE
This chapter examines Queer subjectivity in personal recovery storytelling
through the semi-structured interviews I’ve conducted during a live-stream recovery
radio show. I founded “Voices from Rock Bottom,” (VFRB) in May of 2018 at Maker
Park Radio (a local NYC live-stream community radio station). VFRB 77 not only focuses
on alcoholism, addiction, and recovery storytelling by the members of the recovery
community but serves as a social model for performance rhetoric. VFRB offers a digital
and multimodal platform for recovery storytelling that is further supported by a blog. The
blog is also a digital archive for all recorded live-streams, biographies, artifacts, photos,
etc. The radio show, as civic engagement, brings direct access to recovery stories,
through multiple platforms, such as Facebook Live-Stream video, Maker Park Radio app,
Livestream app, VFRB live video, Mixlr, the radio station website, etc. VFRB practices a

VFRB will be the acronym/abbreviation used for the “Voices from Rock Bottom”
digital storytelling project throughout Chapter 4.
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particular rhetorical mode of delivery, known as “rhetorical velocity” (DeVoss and
Ridolfo). By sharing recovery stories and personal histories via live-stream radio and
these additional digital platforms, a public audience gets immediate access to the voices
and faces of alcoholics and addicts (some with discretionary preferences), as well as
family members, friends, professionals, and community workers who are all part of “the
narrative,” and who all deal with the disease of addiction (and alcoholism).
Although many alcoholics and addicts have been rhetorically shaped by the
language practices and narrative paradigm of 12-Step recovery programs, I argue that
they develop a great sense of self and identity by having the opportunity to share their
story in public, inclusive community spaces. I do believe that the format of the
qualification, as well as all the literacy work done in 12 Step recovery, is not only
systemically important, but it has provided the framework for storytelling in recovery
spaces, as well as helped millions of people achieve sobriety. But, in 12-Step programs
“the qualification” narrative model only occurs in the privatized, anonymous spaces of
church basements. This narrative practice does not account for the subjectivities limited
by the hegemony of AA, an organization that continues to defend its borders without
really ever redefining them. When I began envisioning this radio show, I knew I needed
to stretch the boundaries of my own recovery literacy events in order to consider other
narratives or recovery, that might include different experiences as well as dual or multiple
identifications (alcoholic, addict, alcoholic and addict, etc.). As a community-based
literacy project, VFRB explores ways to resolve the inequities of power that have
discriminated against bodies and identities of particular groups of individuals that simply
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does not retell the qualification narrative but shows the complexities of storying while
qualifiers at times, inadvertently defend its borders.
Because recovery literacy has become so deeply ingrained in my being, as well as
the principal element of my lexicon, I wanted to situate this live-stream radio show in a
more positive light that would counter stereotypes and stigmas of alcoholics and addicts.
I wanted to “give face” and voice to recovering alcoholics and addicts in the community
space, in a way to not only be understood, but to believe in the sheer power of personal
experiences and literacy events. In thinking about the role of the recovery narrative
beyond 12-Step meeting spaces, I was reminded of the beginning of my sober journey in
2011. Although I was educated and working professionally as an instructor, I held little
access to knowledge or language that would help me understand the disease of
alcoholism. Ultimately, I want to help readers of this dissertation and the audience of
VFRB understand the necessity of recovery language work within and beyond traditional
recovery spaces in order to show how a new genre of recovery community literacy is
emerging.
The rate and speed at which information travels as it is being composed
influences how it is understood, received, recomposed, and redistributed across social,
digital, and virtual spaces. Livestream podcasting has a very distinctive storytelling
capacity. Using livestream platforms as a narrative medium allows digital storytellers to
blend temporal and spatial elements on live broadcast, which could potentially help
stories transcend their traditional forms of narrativity in literally uncontrolled spaces. In
the case of recovery narratives, livestream storytelling mediates typical storying
paradigms in recovery culture, and where storytellers have an opportunity to share their
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stories beyond institutional bounds (where they would “normally” occur). Even though
livestream recovery storytelling can portray elements of the original recovery story,
storytellers are able to create more authentic versions without having the face-to-face
interaction or concern of being watched or evaluated.
I feel that it’s a way to positively reconceptualize recovery literacy in a dynamic
communicative praxis that helps recovered alcoholics and addicts overcome
institutionalized constraints by resisting the notion that the dominant recovery narrative
should continue to solely be manufactured, marketed, and visible within the spaces where
it originated. It is because of my own personal connection within this commonplace, as
well as the experiences I’ve had over the course of my recovery, which makes me
committed to calling for more inclusive practices for alcoholics and addicts in recovery to
tell their stories; this perhaps creates a Queerstory of recovery.
When I think about past research or case studies of the literacy practices of the
large community of AA, in the context of space and place with social forces at play, they
do not talk about the public forum of putting stories of recovery out into the world, which
the VFRB storytelling project allows. What the narratives on the radio show do as they
are performed in the feminist makerspace of Maker Park Radio - NYC, with the current
addiction and alcoholism death rates as they are, is that the narratives the 12 Step
framework of literacy and recovery storytelling into outside spaces (and even further, the
college classroom). Therefore, I am framing my research through a feminist perspective,
how the radio show and blog digitize a public space for the recovery narrative. This
compensates the somewhat rigid and hegemonic framework for developing the recovery
narrative in 12 Step recovery.
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As aforementioned, the text of Alcoholics Anonymous as written and preserved
since 1939, does not highlight issues of class, race, gender, or sexuality. This is a way to
shift from the manufactured paradigm of the recovery story in order to highlight nuances
through other media. Frankly, the 12 Step qualification can otherwise overlook or
misidentify constituents of identity that are outside the recovery storytelling practice that
occurs within the privacy of the 12 Step community. By moving the focus of the recovery
narrative away from the recorded experiences of alcoholic men (and a few women) in the
1939 published text, the radio show presents a more inclusive, civic space for recovery
storytelling. However, I do argue that the focus should not only be on how recovering
alcoholics tell their stories in those cloistered spaces, but rather how communal spaces
like the radio show (on a community radio station) offer a feminist construct for the
experience of recovery storytelling that’s outside an institutional structure (one that might
not marginalize or “other” some narratives that might disrupt hegemony, i.e., dually
identifying as an alcoholic or addict, or talking about drugs in AA). The radio show
allows a public space, a platform for recovering alcoholics to show how they are really
the author of their lives while acknowledging how their stories may have originated in 12
Step recovery. 12 Step recovery exemplifies hegemonic praxis, which the radio show
counters with a feminist possibility to tell one’s recovery story in a different, more
creative way. The radio show also functions as activism for recovering bodies in a more
contemporary, digitized form as opposed to the printed word or orally disseminated in
private meeting spaces.
This chapter calls for a consideration of community storytelling as a collective act
of reframing the oppressive, prescribed narratives of recovering alcoholics and addicts.
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Individual recovery stories have not really been told orally outside the collective voice,
which has been confined to the program, meeting spaces, roundups, literature, and even
the collective of modern recovery podcasts play anonymously with the 12 Step narrative
paradigm. Though podcasts on recovery storytelling tend to prescribe the dominant
narrative, even on the rehab industry, community organizations, sometimes public health
policies, corrections 78, etc., and not lacking in articulating individual experiences of
alcoholism [addiction] and recovery. As a community-based project, focused on the
alcoholism and addiction recovery community, “Voices from Rock Bottom,” serves as an
immediate social model that makes room for subjectivities. The radio show not only
focuses on alcoholism, addiction, and recovery storytelling, but serves as a social model
for performance rhetoric. VFRB offers a digital and multi-modal platform for recovery
storytelling, that is further supported by a blog, which serves as a digital archive for all
recorded live-streams, biographies, artifacts, etc.
VFRB is a community-based literacy project leaning on literacy studies and
feminist theory such as Gloria Anzaldúa which allows me to explore ways to resolve the
inequities of power that have particularly discriminated against Queer bodies and
identities. I apply this feminist perspective to alcoholics and addicts sharing their stories
via the community live-stream radio show not only as a way to deconstruct the
authoritarian societal understanding of the community of people by to highlight the
epistemic landscape of co-composing and knowledge generating that occur on VFRB.

Courts are technically no longer allowed to mandate people to Alcoholics Anonymous.
For more information: https://www.verywellmind.com/how-court-ordered-alcoholicsanonymous-works-67047 and https://www.aa.org/pages/en_us/cooperation-with-theprofessional-community-cpc-committees.
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Because the alcoholic is the only person who can speak for their experiences and
connect to other alcoholics through this subjective framework, the feminist lens via the
radio show not only reclaims but redefines recovering bodies through a digital multimodal capacity. On it, alcoholics (and addicts) revolutionize their recovery story through
newer, more personal language practices, i.e., “the personal is political and the political is
personal” (Braden 50), because personal issues, ways of identifying, and language
practices are very much deeply political. The goal of “Voices from Rock Bottom” is not
only to call forward the fragmented senses of self, but to stand up against the cultural
institution of the recovery storytelling in order to recover the lost details of one’s
recovery story in order to empower the recovering alcoholic’s voice to do activism
unapologetically, in the public sphere.
By studying the composition and writing choices of the participants who are part
of this digital storytelling project, I see how an alcoholic’s or addict’s authentic selfrepresentation reflects why storytelling must continue to address issues of subjugation,
gendered language practices, subjectivity, in order to provide space for newer ways of
being and knowing to emerge. From personal experience with 12 Step recovery in
comparison to the storytelling I do on the radio show, I offer a unique perspective of how
to study storytelling within both realms. While this chapter specifically studies and
explores Queer participants, the project also includes guests that do not identify as Queer,
who perhaps, might identify as cis-hetero, but who still came on within the feminist and
Queer paradigm of the show.
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A FEMINIST MAKERSPACE: MAKER PARK RADIO - NYC

[Figure 24: Maker Park Radio - NYC Producers, Kristin Wallace & Tom Ferrie (front) in
station booth, with some of other co-founding members and tech crew (background) in
2018; https://makerparkradio.nyc/]
Maker Park Radio - NYC is a non-profit arts-based community streaming digital
radio station that broadcasts from the Maker Space in Stapleton, Staten Island, NYC. The
Maker Park Radio Project is a 503c, funded and supported by grants (such as the
NYDCA Encore Grant), community or business sponsors, and its followers and listeners.
The producers, DJs, and show hosts are all volunteers, who produce and broadcast their
own creative programs for MPR.79 As a community radio station, located in the
makerspace, the booth has become an inclusive community space for people to create,
tell stories, and collaborate.
Maker Park Radio is committed to community building through inclusiveness of
all music styles, genders, ethnicities, ages, sexual orientation, and economic status

The “MPR” acronym/abbreviation will be used for “Maker Park Radio” throughout
this chapter.
79
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through a mutual love and respect for music and artistic performance
(https://makerparkradio.nyc/about/).
Because of the radio station’s multi-genre and multi-modal programming, show hosts
have a unique opportunity to practice civic engagement, participate in public rhetoric, and
engage in community literacy practices across topics, issues, contexts, and voices.
Being that Maker Park Radio was established at Staten Island’s Maker Space,
which is a co-constructed feminist makerspace, DJs and hosts are inherently and freely
supported to create and craft content, play music, share stories, and collaborate towards
more inclusion and diversity as opposed to typical male or patriarchal dominated work
and art spaces. Maker Park Radio is feminist, BIPOC, LGBTQ+, Non-Binary, Gender
Non-Conforming, and women-friendly, welcoming, and advocating. As an arts-based
community space, volunteers’ programming is considered to be independently
broadcasted without the intervention of hierarchical or hegemonic forces or culture.
Maker Park Radio believes in and advocates daily for inclusion, social justice, and equity
of all voices, creators, artists, and storytellers.
The “Voices from Rock Bottom” digital storytelling project has greatly benefitted
from this, as many guest participants, who identified as Queer, BIPOC, women,
Differently Abled, et. al., have embraced the telling of their recovery stories more
holistically because the space called for it, and allowed for it. Through Maker Park
Radio, I was readily supported with a platform to showcase the “Voices from Rock
Bottom” digital storytelling project, the radio station had the capability to reach wider
audiences across mediums, media, and networks. While I have created the VFRB digital
story archive blog, www.voicesfromrockbottom.com, all live episodes are always
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documented and archived via Maker Park Radio through the Livestream platform, even
after certain episodes are selected to be edited and released through VFRB’s official
podcast sites and rss feeds (https://www.buzzsprout.com/1014325). Maker Park Radio
can be contacted by visiting www.makerparkradio.nyc or via e-mail:
MakerParkRadio@gmail.com.
METHODOLOGY: FINDING “VOICES FROM ROCK BOTTOM”

[Figure 25: Bird’s eye photo of me, “DJ Prof B,” live streaming in the booth at Maker
Park Radio]
The “Voices from Rock Bottom” digital storytelling project was founded on May
8th, 2018, hours after I passed my doctoral oral comprehensive exam. At that time, I had
already been studying the discourse and literacy practices of alcoholics and addicts in
recovery, specifically and ethnographically in Alcoholics Anonymous. Because of my
own personal recovery experience with the 12 Step fellowship, I had knowledge of the
recovery community, and its storytelling practices, and I envisioned an autoethnography
project would help me continue the study of recovery stories as they related to A.A., and
exploration of the spaces where they occurred and were told. I was able to greatly
differentiate between preexisting bodies of knowledge and conversation as they related to
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non-institutionalized methodologies and stories of recovery and how they compared to
A.A.’s recovery model.
With some experience with ethnographic fieldwork, I was very interested in the
socio-cultural consciousness of the recovery community’s praxis of storytelling, as it
related to larger, hierarchical forces and structures. The “Voices from Rock Bottom”
project not only reshaped my fieldwork and the focus of my study, but it seasoned me
through action-based research and gave me experience working towards activist research
methodology for this specific community. I had been interested in the ways scholars have
explored language and identity-developing practices, and literacy, meaning-making, and
rhetorical strategies in the A.A. community, within the organization at large, and in my
local area as well. The goal of the VFRB storytelling project was to present and make
more visible positive recovery literacy of the recovery community that also spoke to and
accounted for marginalized voices and identities that have not only been pushed to the
margins of American society, but within the alcoholism/addiction recovery community
because of the master narrative that has been created by A.A. and maintained by the
influence of 12 Step culture on our society.
From 2018-2019, VFRB was a bi-weekly broadcast, and moved to a monthly
broadcast in 2020, to every second Wednesday of the month. When I pitched the idea of
this storytelling project to the MPR producers, Kristin Wallace and Tom Ferrie, they
recognized the need for an addiction recovery advocacy project on Staten Island, and
have since supported my vision, and my research endeavors which has carried forward
into 4 seasons and 50 episodes of multi-modal recovery storytelling. From its inception,
there have been a total of 56 guest participants, each episode broadcast has run for two
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hours, sometimes including audience engagement, interview questions, music breaks, and
live performances of guests. As a community storytelling project, it has celebrated a
unique and expansive level of diversity and inclusion not only because its guest
participants are mostly visually exposed (some guests have chosen to be filmed
anonymously, some used an alias) but also because I have intentionally selected
participants from a broad range of intersectional identities, to break from the patriarchal
white-male rhetor culturally acclaimed in recovery storytelling practices, especially as
they come out of 12 Step recovery.
This methodology authenticates the performance of the body through storytelling,
while encouraging recovering alcoholics and addicts to dissent. Through the act of
sharing their story in the public forum, recovering bodies take agency and “do the work,”
becoming living texts. This creates a tenet for my project which deliberates not only the
aesthetics of recovery storytelling but how an alcoholic’s or addict’s self-representation
reflects why community storytelling should address issues of subjugation, gendered
language practices, and prejudice. In addition, this chapter recapitulates my own
experience with the 12-Step recovery program, and how speaking about recovery beyond
institutionalized spaces helps me reflect on how important the process of community
"writing" within and outside institutional walls. Because the broadcast is live, it is not
disrupted or intervened; recovery rhetors can recompose their stories without the
apprehension of structural barriers.
The VFRB community digital storytelling project has expanded by leaps and
bounds, reaching not only people in the Staten Island community, but it has reached a
wide audience in other states in the U.S. while drawing in listeners from other countries
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like Ireland and China, while also expanding its participants to authors, comedians, and
politicians. In April of 2020, “Voices from Rock Bottom” became an official podcast via
Maker Park Radio – NYC Productions! Ultimately, the goal is to raise awareness about
the disease of addiction through the power of storytelling while stretching the parameters
of “the narrative” of recovery, and the practice of creating and telling and sharing
recovery stories. The VFRB project can be followed via social media on Instagram,
@voicesfromrockbottom, and on Facebook via Pages. Since its release to the podcast
forum, it can be listened to via Apple Podcasts, Spotify, Buzzsprout, Podchaser, Listen
Notes, and iHeart Radio. Episodes are also posted to Instagram, using hashtags to connect
to other recovery-based accounts, gaining access to a broader audience, while striving for
digital and rhetorical velocity of recovery storytelling.
PRESS: “STATEN ISLAND WOMAN HOSTS RADIO SHOW ON ADDICTION”

[Figures 26&27: Screenshot photos of the Spectrum NY 1 News Story on VFRB, “Staten
Island Woman Hosts Radio Show On Addiction” by Amanda Farinacci, December 12th,
2018; https://voicesfromrockbottom.com/spectrum-news-ny1-story-on-vfrb/]
On December 12th, 2018, the “Voices from Rock Bottom” digital storytelling
project appeared on Spectrum NY 1, during “Community/Borough News.” I was
interviewed by Staten Island’s NY 1 reporter, Amanda Farinacci, whose story, “Staten
Island Woman Hosts Radio Show on Addiction” brought the storytelling project a lot of
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attention. In that interview, I highlighted the efficacy of public radio community
storytelling, as I was having an authentic experience with sharing space with other
recovery storytellers, in a space where we were learning to reframe and practice telling
our stories to a larger more diverse audience as a form of activism for the recovery
community. In the two-minute story, reporter Farinacci highlighted the celebration of
recovery stories that were also being acknowledged by the digital public. Through
“Voices from Rock Bottom” listeners, viewers, and digital audience members get
immediate access to unscripted and uncensored voices, with the visibility of the overlap
of identities in the recovery community. The news interview was an opportunity for me
to speak publicly beyond the podcast project, to talk about how telling recovery stories in
the public forum creates a deeper connection to the story and the emotional resilience of
the storyteller while raising awareness and challenging stereotypes and stigmas that have
been historically placed upon alcoholics and addicts.
PUBLIC RADIO: THE NUANCES OF VFRB PODCAST/STORYTELLING
The radio show brings direct access to recovery stories, as a way to do civic
engagement, through multiple platforms. It presents a non-compartmentalized version of
the recovery story, going back to the notion of taking literacy work learned in
institutionalized spaces out into the community. And by sharing these stories in the public
forum with a wider audience, people are more likely to identify, empathize, and trust
their message, as there are no stakeholders or gatekeepers involved. Thus, the radio show
identifies how digital literacy practices and rhetorical work outside traditional spaces can
influence identity development, as well as community formation and advocacy. This is a
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way to tighten the gap in giving space to other versions and nuances of their original
narrative that now transforms into the Queerstory.
Delivering the recovery message, or a version of the recovery story can be
problematic in 2018. As specific to 12-Step recovery, due to their policy of “singleness of
purpose,” alcoholics can only identify as alcoholics as per the requirements for
membership within the fellowship. However, most recovering bodies today identify as
dually addicted which challenges the originating structure. The radio show presents a
non-compartmentalized version of the recovery story, going back to the notion of taking
literacy work learned in institutionalized spaces out into the surrounding world,
community, etc. There’s a relationship between literacy, identity, access, and digital and
multi-modal composition that the radio show explores which is further supported by my
blog, Twitter, and Instagram accounts. In other words, alcoholics practice telling their
story without leaving parts of it out, while also reaching audiences they would not
otherwise reach outside 12 Step recovery. Thus, the radio show identifies how digital
literacy practices and rhetorical work outside typical or traditional spaces can influence
identity development as well as community formation and advocacy, as a way to tighten
the gap in recovery literacy practices on Staten Island.
The social situation of the radio show offers a level of authentic agency that the
dynamics of the private sphere of 12 Step recovery might not offer. I need to stress that I
would never be able to tell my recovery story without 12 Step recovery and its literacy
work. So, this project is not an attack or an intervention on Alcoholics Anonymous.
Rather, it is trying to envision how alcoholics can take experiences of storytelling into
other critical spaces, such as the public sphere in order to consider an intersectional
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premise of recovery that accounts for storytelling across various mediums beyond
memoirs, texts, films.
“Voices from Rock Bottom” was not only a “right place, right time” kind of
situation, but it is my way “pay it forward” by showing people in the local community
how to “do” activism. By sharing recovery stories via live-stream radio, alcoholics
(and/or addicts) get to decide how open and honest they want to be, while having the
option to protect their faces from film or use a pseudonym. This presents some nuances in
the recovery storytelling, while also showing how multi-modal and/or digital forms of
storytelling can mobilize voices and pull silenced voices from the margins. Even though
it’s 2021, alcoholics and addicts are still greatly marginalized, stigmatized, and
stereotyped against in society.
VFRB GUEST PARTICIPATION
On the livestream episodes of “Voices from Rock Bottom, guests engage with
recovery rhetoric with a digital audience who listen and tune in as the guest participants
compose their narratives and stories live across Maker Park Radio’s multimedia
Livestream, Vimeo, and Mixlr platforms (this occurs before the episodes are edited and
re-released as official podcast episodes). In thinking about the unmediated nature of the
livestream versions of the recovery stories through VFRB, the storytelling praxis makes a
clear distinction from the way recovery storytellers and qualifiers might share their
narratives in non-digital environments, a.k.a. 12 Step institutionalized spaces. Guests are
selected based upon my established trust with them as members of the recovery
community; almost all members identify with 12-Step recovery practices and
experiences, so the goal is not to disrupt the 12-Step community narrative. Alcoholics
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and addicts who come on the radio show, make creative decisions while sharing their
stories, ones that often include protecting the fellowship. The stories are reconstructed
from memory without preparation, similar to the ways narratives are crafted in the
program, but because there is no regulation or surveillance, the stories move dialogically
away from the master narrative, and guests organically offer a retrospective version of
their recovery experience while also using Queer literacy practices - some more than
others.
While VFRB is not an A.A.-affiliated recovery podcast, almost all of the guests
come from the 12 Step model of recovery, and other 12 Step fellowships. Because the
project is live, there is no editing whatsoever; my favorite moments are when participants
gasp when they accidentally say A.A. or a term that’s used in the program. The project is
not intended to directly disrupt the “recognized” qualification narrative structure, but
instead, it allows alcoholics and addicts to commune and co-create space to tell their
entire story through the medium of organic dialogue. A.A. is very much aware of the
need for the personal, how people crave those unfettered “human moments,” which has
encouraged recovered members to write their stories and submit them to spaces beyond
A.A.’s borders that have served as an extension of the A.A. meeting space.
As the founder and host of this recovery livestream storytelling project, as well as
being a recovery storyteller myself, I wanted to explore the rhetorical practices of
participants who share their stories of recovery from alcoholism and addiction in the
digital public. When I founded the livestream storytelling project, I was subconsciously
driven to expand the breadth of recovery storytelling that allows participants to interact
with all the intersectional facets of their identities, not just because they might be
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“Friends of Bill.” Because of A.A.’s traditions on “breaking anonymity” and “public
controversy,” in addition to preserving the nature of Maker Park Radio’s community artsbased programming, I have prepped guests before their episode. It’s hard not to have
guests talk about A.A. or slip, it happens quite often because the stories are taking place
in the live, uncontrolled and unregulated feminist makerspace environment of VFRB. I
had to come to the place of being okay with this aspect of VFRB, but like anyone else, I
had to think about who I put or asked to be on the show, and what that would broadcast to
the recovery community, and possibly the A.A. community. I did not want a recovery
storytelling project that would have people’s faces shadowed out. It took me quite a while
to stop justifying the storytelling project and making excuses for it or hide its loopholes
because I was afraid of breaking the A.A. rules, myself, even though the premise of this
project was for qualifiers to share their stories in the public forum. I came to a place with
being okay with breaking anonymity, with being wrong. No one on the show has
successfully shared without reference or indirect reference to the organization. I am sure
if participants blatantly spoke about the organization on live air, without code-switching
or using recovery euphemisms, I would be highly encouraged to knock it off. Though the
A.A. organization is not anonymous, its people are. Even the uncontrolled discussion that
included use of non-patented A.A. and 12 Step terminology was contentious because it is
all part of A.A. culture. So, the A.A. literacy and 12 Step discourse representation was
quite visible to both A.A. insiders and outsiders. “Voices from Rock Bottom” takes place
on a platform in a very saturated world, just like anyone else telling recovery stories
outside the borders of church basements and meeting rooms is guilty of amplifying
certain notions about recovery culture even they aren’t strategizers of it.
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One of my favorite moments was during S2:E33, aired October 16th, 2019, when
the guest participant, Rob S. accidentally claimed membership in Alcoholics Anonymous
on live-air, and gasped after doing so. This episode is archived on the VFRB blog site,
https://voicesfromrockbottom.com/s2e19-rob-stroh-strohleone/ through Livestream.

[Figure 28: Guest participant, Rob, gasping after breaking anonymity on live air,
livestreaming in the booth at Maker Park Radio, 10/16/19;
https://livestream.com/accounts/25937168/makerparkradio/videos/197874907]
While I won’t go into great detail about Rob’s episode, that moment was a clear
indication of embodying the institution’s influence over its qualifiers, and the hegemonic
conditioning that occurs about how and where to tell stories of recovery, and the way to
do so, especially how to do so when speaking at non-A.A. meetings and in non-A.A.
spaces.
VFRB guest participants demonstrate a heuristic approach to recovery storytelling
in the public arena, one that disseminates itself as an uninterrupted text. Their stories are
composed as their knowledge of recovery storytelling emerges from the 12 Step
qualification narrative model of sharing and qualifying. But because they are not limited
to the space of a meeting room, the participants are able to use other languaging devices
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and literacy tools that reflect their cultural identities, ethnic backgrounds, class, gender,
sexual identity, age, and more, as they compose and perform their stories in a nonregulated and non-institutionalized space. The traditional understanding of the recovery
story blurs when these individual storytellers venture off into parts of their stories and
narratives that have nothing to do with the A.A. institution, its knowledge and meaningmaking strategies, and community literacy. Being exposed to the multi-modal and
multimedia environment of livestreaming has given VFRB guest participants an
opportunity to play and storytell more freely, oscillating between their collective recovery
identity in the 12 Step fellowship and their own personal identities. This encourages
guests to participate in storytelling practices that allow for more self-expression and
creativity, which traditional A.A. or 12-Step recovery culture of narrative telling doesn’t
typically allow. VFRB gives participants access and license to share their personal
feelings, opinions, thoughts, and experiences with recovery to the outside world without
the fear of being surveilled. They are integrating their own storying conventions even
though they still greatly engage with program literacy in the public sphere.
While the podcast project has a feminist and Queer paradigm, I still created a set
of guidelines to help the guest participants frame their stories while not subjecting them
to the flogging by 12 Step/AA-ers. Perhaps, this was my internalized fear of breaking
anonymity in the public forum, and the fear of backlash that could hurt the participants,
the project, and MPR at large. Again, VFRB is not an A.A. podcast, nor does it endorse
one form or method of alcoholism and/or addiction recovery. But I have tried to be
considerate of the public policies that deal with 12 Step methodologies, and their public
information guidelines. While the majority of my guests identify with 12 Step recovery
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program experiences, I allow for fluidity and nuances (and alternative story versions) to
be part of the storytelling project, to not disseminate or perpetuate the hegemonic master
narrative. The guidelines created more in protection of the production of the project, and
to prevent Maker Park Radio falling into controversy with A.A., and/or other 12 Step
fellowships. Some of the guidelines include: the use of first names as a recommendation,
though if guests felt comfortable using their last names, that was in their discretion; if
guests preferred to use an alias or pseudonym, they had the right to also choose not to
have their faces shown on video (though the idea of that was antithetical to the premise of
the show, I wanted to make sure all guests felt safe and considered); and that guests
should be mindful that the VFRB podcast was not intended to prescribe a certain story or
message of recovery, but if they come from a school of recovery that practices the
tradition of anonymity, they should be mindful of that for the preservation of their
membership and livelihood, noting especially that A.A. does not want a face at the level
of press, radio, and film. In that light, 12 Step guest participants often asked me what they
could and could not say on live air, so I created two lists for them: “terms to avoid using
on the show” and “terms you can make reference to on the show.”
With the help of some guest participants, and review of fellowship traditions, we
decided that specific fellowship language such as Big Book, step details, meeting names,
people’s full names, no slander, no politics, discrimination, or prejudice while talking
about recovery programs, and claiming membership on air was all to be avoided as much
as possible. Terms and phrases we decided would be appropriate for use included,
recovery program, 12 Step recovery, toolbox, tools, steps, therapy or “outside help,”
spiritual teacher, sponsor, sober friends, diners, parking lots, church basements, meetings,
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rehabs and detoxes, fellow travelers, recovery tribe, recovery posse, language of the
heart, and a handful of other creative euphemisms that the guests have played with to
challenge the constraints of 12 Step’s literacy and genre borders. While 12 Step discourse
was used and implied on almost all of VFRB’s episodes, guest participants were diligent
in communicating relative notions in a seemingly discreet code-like manner, using the
aforementioned euphemisms, code-switching practices, and stretching the borders as
safely as they could, and felt compelled to, to reflect their understanding of what they
know as the recovery community, and the recovery story.
Non-12 Step recovery stories are already considered outliers to the dominant
recovery story culture, even though community organizations and public health advocates
have challenged that by providing research on the various other effective methodologies
in treating addiction (harm reduction, as one). It was my intention to include these stories
as much as the 12 Step experience of narrativizing because both are part of the public
rhetoric of addiction recovery, though their language toolkits and descriptors may vary.
By selecting guests who identified with 12 Step recovery, I wanted to see how confined
participants were to the message and knowledge of recovery narrative telling that they’ve
consumed and performed since they got sober. This was especially important for Queer
storytellers as their stories might have taken a different shape if and when they occurred
in VFRB’s alternative space. I wanted to see how guest participants would still be
influenced by the program’s hegemonic context.
From the moment the digital storytelling project began, I started to observe how
the “Voices from Rock Bottom” podcast, literally occurring and taking place in a feminist
makerspace, allowed participants to reach a deeper level of recovery storytelling beyond
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the 12 Step qualification paradigm. The reason VFRB works is because many of its
recovery storytellers feel that the important components of their stories are somewhat
disempowered by the program’s narrative collective. It’s the participants’ prerogative to
determine the narrative constituents, and how they wanted to be defined by these versions
of their stories, why they were developing their presence and voice in the public forum.
The livestream dislocates the traditional recovery story conventions, without the speakers
standing in front of a room, looking at other qualifiers while they share their stories on
live broadcast. Of course, I could see how recovery stories can benefit from the 12 Step
qualification narrative paradigm, which again, many of the participants kept returning to,
especially for the sake of keeping with the chronology of their stories. But it was
interesting to witness guests being shocked and/or excited when I said they could also
talk about themselves and other parts of their identity or stories.
The recovery storytellers very naturally return to the 12 Step narrative structure as
qualifiers, though I asked them questions about their childhood encounters, experiences
with other drugs and substances beyond alcohol, abuse, grief, mental health, trauma, and
any other experiential conditions that would expand their message in its authenticity.
There is a clear distinction when their accounts move back and forth between the
narrative telling practice and the authentic sharing of their stories; participants are
constantly negotiating their qualifier and storyteller literacy shifts. Guests especially did
not like the feeling that they went off topic when delving into these other facets of their
stories and became self-conscious that they spent too much time talking about themselves
or other non-program experiences. At those moments during the live episodes, I felt
myself pulling from the participants to get that back to the topic or point we were just

253

discussing or guiding them back to the facets of the 12-Step qualification paradigm,
which they were most familiar with, and felt most comfortable storying with. It was quite
clear that the guests did not want to totally do away with the master narrative of A.A., as
they’ve come to learn, know, and perform it, as it also taught them how to engage with
other recovery storytellers based on that overarching socio-cultural context. It’s evident
that the walls of A.A. are rigid and definable even as they extend outward.
The redemptiveness of the 12-Step narrative paradigm returned the guest
participants to that sense of narrative continuity with which they are familiar with in
recovery narrative telling and its reception. The rigidity is upheld by listeners
(gatekeepers), sober peers, sponsors, community members who have tuned in to support
the A.A. qualifier, which in that space, they are very conscious of. I don’t think these
listeners are intentionally tuning in to gatekeep, regulate, or protect the structure, but the
1-164, the program’s traditions, customs, and literacy and social practices are deeply
ingrained, even the components of A.A. culture that are not sanctioned. And for any
listeners who already know the story, the livestream might have offered them another
form of narrativized unity, though again, the diegetic space of the project was intended to
break the recapitulated narrative structure of the recovery story. This critical rhetorical
play made me realize how 12-Step recovery members have already learned how to
exercise agency and build community discourse in spaces outside A.A. arenas while
evoking 12-Step literacy and literary tradition.
QUEERSTORY OF RECOVERY: QUEERING RECOVERY LITERACY
I decided to focus on Queer participants’ accounts and stories from “Voices from
Rock Bottom,” so I consider how these participants leverage the hegemonic narrative
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identity while telling their stories via livestream, the way the cishetero participants did. I
originally was going to generally select participants, some of whom whose identity
mirror the hegemony I wrote again in the previous chapters. In thinking about the
previous chapters, and the discursiveness that occurred in the most recent episodes, it
became clear to me to reposition the focus to Queer storytellers. I became interested in
the way Queer storytellers not only worked (and played) with the collective cultural
knowledge of A.A. recovery in the public space of VFRB, but I began observing their
narratological choices. At times, the Queer participants fluctuated between
unintentionally and intentionally reiterating 12-Step discursive practices. To what degree
the Queer storytellers would move away from or contribute to the master narrative
greatly depended on how “out” the Queer participants were in the private and public
lives.
I think apart from my own positionality in the LGBTQ+ community, it was
important for me to choose these Queer guests as the focal point of this chapter because
they are already used to being part of a community that labors to advocate for itself. I
wanted to explore how the VFRB podcast would function as a more inclusive literacy
space for Queer recovery storytellers that would deliberate a civic identity. The goal of
doing so includes reclaiming their whole sense of self, not just the mastery of recovery
literacy as they’ve come to learn it in A.A. With these participants, I would also be
practicing and co-constructing stories as also another member of the Queer community. I
specifically chose four Queer participants to work with: Maggie, Nikki, Anne, and Chris.
At the intersection of the guests’ sexual and gender identities, as sexual identity
and gender identity are not synonymous, I was interested to see if they might be more
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willing to embrace their whole story, including their coming out stories, especially
because this literacy space has been specifically and rhetorically carved out for them
(again noting that they would be sharing their recovery stories while sharing space with
another Queer community member). How a narrative shapes and changes depends on
who is in the position of storytelling, the space in which the story is taking place, and
without the narrative exigency of conforming one’s story to a paradigm that ultimately
presumes total self-erasure. I wanted to know what the Queer story of recovery would
look like and sound like when it moved beyond A.A.’s institutional narrative limitations,
and beyond its cis-heteronormative and heteropatriarchal culture without denying or
condemning Queer experiences and Gender Non-Conforming and Non-Binary sense of
selves. I was curious to see if Queer recovery stories told on VFRB would challenge the
narrative authority of recovery literacy culture and/or create a new paradigm.
I could not study or examine the Queer recovery story without the historical
(Chapter 1), the textual (Chapter 2), and the textual/performative (Chapter 3). But
because A.A. does not give adequate room for Queer subjectivities to live in
completeness, beyond supplemental literature, Queer meetings, and “special interest”
groups, Queer recovered persons might be more inclined to tell fuller versions of their
stories in VFRB’s storytelling space, to gain a more complete sense of self in the context
of being in recovery and being in the LGBTQ+ community. Public rhetorical spaces
allow for making community and telling stories outside A.A. where Queer persons can
engage with other Queer persons and be heard by more than the cis-heteronormative and
patriarchal members. I rewatched the shows to observe the embodied rhetoric of these
Queer participants, as they worked through the “private issues” of their Queer identity as
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it relates to their recovery experience. I think of Elaine Richardson’s work, “My ill
literacy narrative: growing up Black, po and a girl, in the hood,” that was also later
revisited in her memoir, PHD to Ph.D.: How Education Saved My Life. Richardson
works through the ways hegemonic discourses legitimize ways of knowing, being, doing,
and meaning making, and how members of those communities internalize or participate
in the critical discourses. Queer perspectives work against the hegemonic social and
cultural literacies that A.A. has established. This is why the VFRB digital storytelling
project is uniquely successful because it’s able to reach a variety of audiences, listeners
who might be inside and outside of A.A., they are able to witness and hear the podcast
storytellers engage with 12-Step narrative telling culture, the way they’ve learned to
qualify in the rooms, while actively negotiating both the program’s ideologies and Queer
literacies.
As I went through each episode, that’s when I started to notice how Queer
participants were responding to the hegemonic narrative practice in their episodes. In the
public talk of their recovery stories, the “publicness” (Flower 145) of sharing their Queer
identity helped them assert specific epistemic narrative markers that expanded beyond the
traditional qualification narrative paradigm. What I offer are accounts of a recovery
counterpublic, one in which Queer recovery storytellers gain rhetorical agency the more
they move into deliberately participating in dialogue that translates the need for this
Queer discourse through the Queerstory of recovery storytelling praxis.
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S2:E25 - MAGGIE

[Figure 29: Maggie and I, livestreaming in the booth at Maker Park Radio, 5/29/19;
https://livestream.com/makerparkradio/makerparkradio/videos/191813053]
On May 29th, 2019, Maggie began S2:E25 with that day’s daily reading from
Joan Larkin’s Glad Day: Daily Meditations for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender
People.
There is such diversity within our community that at times we may be confused
by the differences among us. What does an African American Lesbian poet have
in common with a gay white male college professor? What does the experience of
a female-to-male transgender twenty-year-old have to do with that of a bisexual
woman going through menopause? Instead of quickly categorizing and dismissing
one another, let’s take in the richness of our diversity. We can learn from Twelve
Step fellowships, where the pain of addiction and the joy of recovery are not
merely personal but are shared in common, where emotional identification with
others is a powerful tool of healing and growth. Let’s go beyond tolerance,
beyond merely paying lip service to the idea of community at once-a-year Pride
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events, and reach out to read, listen, and understand one another’s experiences
and dreams. Then, we will truly celebrate ourselves and each other.
Larkin’s reading speaks into the diversity Queer persons experience in the LGBTQ+
while also being people in recovery. In both of these communities, Larkin is suggesting
Queer members to celebrate each other, as well as to celebrate everyone else also in the
recovery circle in order to move towards healing. Earlier in Larkin’s text, there’s a
reading about the experience of coming out.
Coming out is not something we do just once in our lives, any more than recovery
is something we accomplish and complete on the first day we put down an
addictive substance or behavior. Coming out is a journey over time. Our
experience of it evolves and changes over time. It’s part of the process of getting
to know ourselves and of allowing others to know us. Our perception of
homophobia in our workplaces, families, or communities may affect the extent to
which we feel capable of coming out to others at any given time (January 3rd
reading).
In response to the May daily reflection reading, Maggie started sharing that she does not
always feel accepted in the community, that is the recovery community, while also being
gay. But Maggie shared about learning how to show up in places of recovery no matter
how uninviting they are, that is sometimes mainstream meetings. She said:
It highlights recovery, in I guess that “special group,” um, like the reading said,
instead of um, categorizing, and kinda separating, you know, I agree with that 100
percent. That’s kinda how I live my life, like, oneness. You know, we’re humans.
And um, you know not only am I Gay, I’m sober, and um, those are two big
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categories, I think, in um, life, and you know not a lot of people are not open to
talking about both. Um, you know they’re two hard, um, things to surrender to,
and accept. Um, first for yourself, and to be open about with family, friends, and
the public. If you can’t be open and 100% to all, then you are partially living a lie
(13:21-14:25).
Maggie and I both laughed at this and talked about how it felt like we had to “come out
again” in both for the LGBTQ+ and recovery communities; “when is the coming out
going to end?!” (Maggie, 14:47) In the epigraph of the aforementioned daily reflection,
there was a quote: Caryl B. Bentley says, “I think coming out is a life-long process.”
Maggie feels that the concept of oneness is a complex as it aligns with togetherness as
both someone who is in recovery and as an out-Lesbian, that requires a lot of internal
work. As the conversation continued, Maggie self-corrected and chose not to use the
binary “man and woman” as she was discussing societal standards and gender roles as
they juxtapose with the coming out experience. Maggie felt that coming out as gay was a
lot easier than coming out as an alcoholic (and addict) needing recovery. Unlike
Maggie’s experience, I had to work through internalized homophobia, and
deprogramming from the homophobe mentality, before I came out.
Queer alcoholics and addicts are layered not only with the stigmas of being Queer
but also the stigmas and stereotypes of addiction because of ignorance. The experience of
being Queer and in recovery is a doubled sense of self-acceptance, one that includes not
only embracing our sexual and gender identities, but who we are as agents in the world.
Both Maggie and I laughed when we talked about how heteronormative and patriarchal
persons stigmatize Lesbians, because in that very moment, we both glanced at each other
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and recognized the discomfort of talking about being gay on live air. As the conversation
continued about coming to a sense of meaning as out-Lesbians, and how we negotiate
coming to terms and definitions of ourselves, Maggie noticed how I was slightly closed
off to talking about being out of the closet. At 24:32, Maggie turned to me and asked,
while whispering, “Why are you whispering?”
Following this brief discussion, Maggie continued into the telling of her recovery
story, with an elongated drunkalogue followed by the qualification, the A.A. redemptive
literacy narrative. As a self-declared college drop-out, who lost her D2 sports scholarship,
Maggie highlighted how early her rock bottom moment had shown up in her life, as the
accessibility of drugs with alcohol expedited the process. While she was sharing, I
intervened and asked a series of questions and made comments. She qualified about being
a “blackout alcoholic,” in a very programmatic way. “I definitely identify as an alcoholic,
but drugs are a big part of my story too,” (33:15-33:20) This is a phrase members share at
meetings, making vague references to drug use before getting sober, that falls outside the
bounds of A.A.’s primary purpose of achieving sobriety from alcoholism.
At about 1:17:39 into the episode, Maggie started to share an extremely traumatic
experience, and the shame she felt from it since: “the best worst day of her life.”
Maggie’s rock bottom entailed being physically and sexually assaulted by the cab driver
in whose cab she was placed while intoxicated to be driven home. She said, “My drinking
career ended up in the hospital.” Maggie shared having had a jaw broken and dealing
with the painstaking reality of not really knowing what happened that night, because of
being under the influence of alcohol and cocaine. The law enforcement officers suspected
that it was a hate crime. Maggie agrees that she was violently attacked by the cab driver
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for perceived bias towards her being a Lesbian and presenting as Gender NonConforming. I responded to Maggie’s share about the hate crime. “I totally went silent
because I don’t think I knew that this part of your story” (1:23:28). When I said that to
Maggie, I was thinking about how within the 15-20 minute qualification narrative
paradigm, especially in mainstream A.A. meetings, I have never heard Maggie share that
before over the course of her continued sobriety. In our community location of A.A.,
there were not at that time and there are currently no LGBTQ+ meetings.
At 1:25:00, Maggie and I venture into a critical conversation about the idea of
“playing victim” vs. “being victimized,” as in the rooms of recovery, victims don’t get
sober. We related this topic to Maggie’s experience with being sexually assaulted, as
reconciling with the difficulty of not attaching to the program slogan of victims don’t get
sober, while dealing with the trauma of being violated. In the A.A. program recovery
context, the term “victim” not only holds negative connotation, but it ties into the notions
of rising above the self-centeredness and self-pity that alcoholics bring on themselves,
when self-will run riot. In this sense, playing victim also ties in with taking one’s will
back and feeding into the victim mentality, which beyond the walls of 12 Step recovery
can deemed as offensive and inconsiderate to those who have been negatively affected by
something they should not take responsibility for, just because of the constant emphasis
on the fourth column, and to clean your side of the street.
Maggie shared about facing this adversity and struggling with the tendency of
blaming herself for what happened to her. To this day, she wrestles with that she made a
decision that later placed her in a position to be hurt by drinking and drugging that night,
she did not bring the physical and sexual assault upon herself. Had Maggie shared this
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moment of her recovery story in meeting rooms, terms like “trauma,” “victim,” “harm,”
would not have been used as part of her qualification, but she has never acknowledged
that situation happened in the course of her storytelling since she’s been sober in the
program.
I didn’t ever really think of myself as a victim, even though for someone else to
hear the story, that’s I feel like, what it is. Because I feel like, not that I put myself
in that or the blame, I don’t carry that with me, at all. Um, if I wasn’t blacked out,
and I wasn’t inebriated, that wouldn’t have happened. That’s how I feel (1:25:50).
It was in that moment, in that space, that Maggie realized she did not need to wholly take
personal responsibility for something that happened to her, what that cab driver did to
her, or in other words, blaming herself for the sake of taking responsibility. But she stated
that while it did happen, it might not have happened if she wasn’t in that state, which
goes back to the rigidity of victim-blaming. There is clear evidence of shame of having
put herself in a position of harm, for this to have happened to her.
This is a poignant example of how the conditioning of what is and isn’t the story
of recovery, and how a storyteller should perform, what they should share, and how
vulnerable they get, is managed by the authority of the qualification paradigm as the
master narrative. In the case of a Maggie, experiencing this heinous hate crime not only
as a woman but a Queer person, viewers of the episode witnessed Maggie fluctuating
taking back control over the narrative. Maggie displayed emotional fortitude in taking
ownership of what was hers, but also made a return to the distinctiveness of the
qualification narrative (and what was not). Instead of glossing over the experience or
pushing through the pain, Maggie was able to legitimize a very important part of her
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story in the space of Maker Park Radio’s station booth. Within the narrative space of
“Voices from Rock Bottom,” in which both Maggie and I were co-authoring emotional
traumas, we were challenging the narrative structure while also playing with the
constrained mechanisms of what qualifies as one’s story in A.A., stretching the borders in
significant moments like that.
S3:E37 - NIKKI

[Figure 30: Nikki and I, livestreaming in the booth at Maker Park Radio, 1/8/20;
https://livestream.com/accounts/25937168/makerparkradio/videos/200569680]
In the 1/8/20, S3:E37 of “Voices from Rock Bottom,” Nikki very openly shared
her experiences growing up, exploring her Lesbian identity, and learning how to express
herself honestly. “I wear converses every day, and I dress how I want. I always wanted
people to see me as a part of” (Nikki 47:55-48:03). Nikki was very comfortable and
forthcoming about her past intimate relationships with women and sharing these accounts
publicly as a Queer woman on live air definitely broke stereotypes as she very lightheartedly reflected on her experiences with intimacy and dating before she got sober.
Nikki exhibited comfort in sharing her story on live air, and I wonder if our past
experience working together in a spiritual mentorship relationship, where I was her
mentor, had influenced Nikki in some way, to make her feel more comfortable to create
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and compose a fuller sense of her story. Nikki was definitely more open about her
sexuality and didn’t feel the need to talk abstractly about her identity. The first portion of
her storytelling on the episode reminded me of when my first sponsor said my share at 90
days sounded like a Lesbian drunkalogue, and I was humbled and reminded of that when
Nikki talked about taking Jell-O shots off of a woman at a bar. (51:38-51:41) Nikki freely
sharing the details of her drinking experience, while having no qualms about talking
about her coming out experience, shows me the unique experience of a Queer storyteller
choosing not to be silent in this space in order to grow through her journey.
Nikki’s self-exploration, one she communicated loudly and unabashedly, while
paying attention to the details, reminded me of how Queer experiences and stories are
strengthened in numbers. Nikki embraced her Queer identity as she talked about only
going to gay clubs to find community in order to survive and being homeless in a toxic
relationship with an ex-girlfriend who also struggled with addiction. (1:19:00-1:20:00)
Nikki embraced the uniqueness of her identity will help her find kinship and being able to
celebrate Queer people like her in the recovery community. I identify with Nikki’s
experiences with coming out, alcohol and drug addiction, partying, and trying to come to
a sense of belonging. Nikki talked about dating a woman she met off a dating app, right
before she got sober. (1:39:00) I highlight all of this because in meeting spaces, this
discussion would have been considered as steering a bit far off the qualification narrative
paradigm, as Nikki spoke in great detail about her sexual identity. It was a fresh
perspective. This episode was evidence of the kind of Queer storytelling that could occur
outside the borders of the program’s heteropatriarchalness, for a deeper sense of meaning.
While having the knowledge and experience of the program, while being in a shared
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Queer environment and sharing the challenging moments and positive changes in her
recovery, Nikki closes the episode embracing her life history of survival that connects to
the stigmas of both the recovery and LGBTQ+ communities. I don’t know if I have ever
so courageously shared about my experiences with coming out and getting sober as freely
and as openly as Nikki did, at any point throughout my recovery qualification telling or
story sharing.
S3:E38 - ANNE

[Figure 31: “Anne” and I, livestreaming in the booth at Maker Park Radio, 2/2/20;
https://livestream.com/makerparkradio/makerparkradio/videos/201820387]
On 2/2/20, S3:E38, I interviewed “Anne.” “Anne” was an alias for this
participant, who chose to protect her anonymity because of how she was raised in the
program, and what I perceive and come to learn as the result of her sponsorship lineage.
But she also wanted to remain anonymous for “professional reasons.” Throughout the
episode, Anne hesitated sharing more than what my questions prompted her or asked of
her in that specific moment. I had to work in that episode with a greater responsibility of
being an interviewer, in fear of losing the narrative or discussion symmetry. Anne
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personally identifies as a Lesbian woman, though she didn’t seem to celebrate it directly
as much on the radio show. The only Queer reference I picked up on was when Anne
stated, “I was trying to coexist in a world where I didn’t fit” (35:08-35:11). I realized that
in the context of our shared storytelling space, my experience of being out differed than
hers. I was trying to think of ways to deepen the conversation in a way it would relate to
the Queer experience, while formulating impromptu questions that might persuade her to
share her experiences. But I was also trying to think of ways to help Anne feel supported,
without forcing her to share something she was not necessarily willing to do so. I sensed
that while Anne might have been out in her personal “at home” life, she might not have
been used to being validated or sharing about her Lesbian identity in the larger context of
the recovery community. While Anne didn’t necessarily acknowledge or delve into being
a Queer person and in recovery, the story did not follow the typical qualification
paradigm. The episode was semi-structured with questions/answers back and forth
between myself and Anne, and I got to learn a lot about her life/drinking history before
she got sober, which I was unaware about from how I have heard her tell her story in
meeting spaces.
Anne’s episode was an alternative to the traditional narrative because we spent a
significant amount of time (25-30 minutes) talking about all her other life encounters as
they relate to her recovery story (being a blackout drinker, dropping out of three colleges,
experiencing addiction with her sister, the loss of her mother to cancer, relapse). Anne
was much more comfortable taking ownership over her struggles with depression,
perfectionism, and an eating disorder, “Self-hatred was my M.O.” (36:02-36:04). She
talked about how she mistreated her body and further communicated, “I just didn’t like
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me” (36:19-36:20). And while she was not sharing about her sexual and/or gender
identities, which she might not have come to a full sense of acceptance of state of healing
with yet, in those quick insinuations, her voices grew shaky. Anne was navigating the
narrative territories of that episode’s storytelling space. While Anne showed her
capability with going into great depth about her addiction, though she did not express her
identity or coming out experience as it related to her addiction.
But the most fascinating and hysterical thing happened during the music break of
the episode: Anne looked directly up at the camera, which defeated the entire purpose of
her choosing to preserve her identity with the bird’s eye camera angle, below (48:2648:30). Anne and I both laughed because clearly, she made it very important that you
couldn’t show her face, and how much I labored not to say her actual name on live air.
And once she looked up, and I told her to stop looking up, she could not stop looking up.
(1:09:54) It’s in these moments, where as a participant-researcher, I appreciate the
nuances and myriad slip-ups.
Following this, Anne started to move into the telling of the post-rock bottom
moment in the qualification narrative, using languaging that articulates her identification
in the program. And as a result, I noticed that I too, was moving into that narrative frame
as well, being aware of the position we were now in after Anne looked up at the camera,
with the concern that some institutional gatekeepers were tuned into the episode.
Towards the end of the episode (1:35:29) I talked about how recovery was a pathway to
seek help with trauma, mental health, and shame with coming out and struggling with my
sexual and gender identities, and the ways those manifested throughout my life.
Following that, we talked about whether or not Anne felt like something was missing in
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her recovery experience, and she said, “I probably could put myself out there more,”
(1:36:26-1:36:29) as she reflected on the controversy of her self-image, not wanting
people to get to know her, and but still learning how to grow into herself (1:40:461:40:49) so people can see her as she is.
I almost protect myself, um, I guess because I’ve always had to do that in a sense.
Living in a sense of survival mode. You know, it continues on past the trauma
(Anne, 1:44:30-1:44:42).
Anne closed her story with being comfortable with certain people about things she’s
experienced in her life, another generalized innuendo to her personal life and Queer
identity. “Thank you, Danielle, and to Maker Park Radio for the space to be vulnerable”
(1:48:20-1:48:23).

[Figures 32&33: Bird’s eye photos of “Anne” looking up at the camera in booth at Maker
Park Radio, though she wanted to remain anonymous]
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Upon a very casual conversation with Anne after the episode, she said she wished
she had felt more comfortable to talk about her Queer identity on live air and regretted
choosing not to be directly on film. Here I return to reflecting on the complexity of
Anne’s recovery journey since she came into recovery, as perhaps a way to be
considerate of her understanding of and experience with her sponsorship and recovery
mentoring during that time. Despite having been shaped by these circumstances, and their
limitations, Anne was very comfortable with the storytelling space, and with me as an
interviewer and co-storyteller; I was grateful to get to know her and hear the parts of her
story that I had never heard before. It was important for me to acknowledge her
contribution of coming onto the storytelling project to share her recovery experience. The
visibility of her Queerness, in the truth of who she is, who she was, who she is becoming
as she was in that very moment, is as important as a Queer person naming their identity
publicly. Anne was expressing her sense of self in a way that felt appropriately to her.
Living openly as a Queer person not only entails explicitly talking about it but finding
other ways to celebrate it and express it. The mere fact of Anne coming onto the VFRB
episode and sharing her experience as a sober person and Queer person is proof enough
that she has a voice, and that she has survived. Only Anne could give herself full
permission to be fully visible and out of the closet. I wonder if she returned back to the
podcast, if she would be more inclined this time around to do so.
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S3:E46 - CHRIS

[Figure 34: Chris and I, live streaming via Maker Park Radio, 11/11/20;
https://livestream.com/makerparkradio/makerparkradio/videos/213190620]
In the 11/11/20 S3:E46 of “Voices from Rock Bottom,” Christ shared his
experience with recovery while affirming his Transgender identity. Chris was
comfortable and felt safe enough to talk about his identity-affirming experience on the
livestream episode. While needing to be virtual, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
episode was streamed via Vimeo through Maker Park Radio - NYC. On the Vimeo
episode screen, the producer and I pushed in the intersectional LGBTQ+/Queer flag.
Chris is an academic, a scholar, and a writer, whom I knew before he transitioned. Chris
began his share with his experience growing up in the culturally conservative suburb of
Staten Island, New York.
It was very much, uh, heteronormative, right? If you were different, you were
made fun of right away. Um, I was bullied from a very, very young age. (6:336:45)
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Chris’ connection to his surrounding community, including family and friend circles, was
complicated by how often he had to reject his true sense of self in order not to be cast
outside any familial dynamics, or outside those community circles. Chris was able to
language and assert his Queer experience as a young kid, being uncomfortable and shy in
school.
One of my first memories in school was uh, I was like in preschool, and I went to
go to the bathroom, and I used the Mickey Mouse bathroom. And there was a
Mickey Mouse and a Minnie Mouse bathroom … I remember one day coming out
of that bathroom and I was yelled at by my teacher. “You can’t use that bathroom!
You have to use the Minnie Mouse bathroom!” And I remember that was the first
time where I figured out that something was really wrong. And from there on out,
it was like me having to test the culture and I was constantly crying. I was crying
in the corner. I was born female, and it took me a long time to transition into a
gender I need to. The pain that I felt at such a young age … I had to find ways to
move through it (10:44-11:52).
In the sharing of this aspect of Chris’ self-declared binary gender identity, as a cisgender
presenting man, as coming to know himself as a Transgender person, stemmed from his
refusal to internalize a gender identity and sexual identity that homophobic and
heteronormative culture insisted upon him at a very young age. “I know for me, and my
story, I never felt comfortable in my gender” (13:47-13:50). Chris articulated the
intolerance people showed towards him and the objectification of Queer bodies, (even in
A.A.), and how he had “developed survival tactics” (15:07) on how to live his life.
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You know what, I’m going to give society what they want. And instead of you
know, like, living my life which was comfortable for me, you know, um, boys’
clothes, you know everything that I was doing … when I went to high school, I
tried to change my mannerisms, I looked like I was in drag … trying to be like
other girls (19:09-19:28).
Chris was very comfortable with being vulnerable about the influence of Staten Island’s
cis-heteronormative culture on gender and sexual identities. By time I got to Chris’
episode, I was able to see how the Transgender community has been deeply neglected by
larger society, and how similar injustices appear in A.A. recovery spaces. “I hated putting
on a mask and pretending to be someone else every day.” (Chris 23:16-23:19) Chris
shared \how he turned to alcohol and drugs because he wanted to die and lost the will to
live because of the personal trauma of being Trans and not having the experience of
being accepted and/or “seen.”
It was in this specific episode that I realized the importance of cultivating
Queerstories of recovery that highlight Queer sexual and gender histories, while also
relevantly moving in the direction of qualifying their recovery narrative. Chris exhibited
skillfulness in maneuvering back and forth between the qualification narrative paradigm
of recovery and the conventions of the coming out story with originality, creativity, and
specific language descriptors from both communities. Chris shared about an experience
he had as an undergrad English major at St. John’s University, with his mentor Harry
Denny (the then Director of the Writing Center): “He was like one of the first people that
asked me questions that I never was um, asked before. And I realized in his cultural
studies class that I could possibly transition. I was still very closeted by it because of how
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I was brought up” (25:58-26:18). With Chris sharing this experience, about how people
didn’t talk about Transgender identity when he was growing up, there was minimal Gay
and Lesbian representation, that Queerness, Gender Fluidity, or Non-Binary identities
were silenced and marginalized. “If someone would have asked me, I would have said,
yes I’m Trans. But I never did because I was so ashamed of myself … and I didn’t want
to be Trans.” (47:01-47:12). Being able to do so now so openly, shows the powerful
impact Queer storytelling experiences can have on recovery narratives while helping
sober persons create positive images of themselves. Coming to be aware of telling the
story of one’s whole self is what Chris considers to be the only thing to foster a true sense
of identity wholeness, that in telling his story of recovery he no longer refrains from
hiding his Transgender identity, his gender affirming surgeries, and how he has integrated
both his Queer and recovery experiences in order to gain stability in his identity
affirmation.
Towards the end of the episode, Chris spoke into the ways LGBTQ+ and Queer
communities are working together to push against oppressive structures and institutions
within society at large, and traditional contexts of telling stories, and how the visibility of
each of our voices and bodies plays a vital role in the ways society understand what
recovery is, who is in recovery, and who has access to the recovery story. Queer recovery
stories are Queer texts, though they aren’t labeled that way especially in A.A.’s
institutional borders, they are simply labeled and identified as recovery qualification
narratives. Being able to name oneself and know oneself in a community, helps us seek
out stories and spaces that read us and tell the stories of our bodies. Chris finalizes the
episode with James Paul Gee’s theories of primary discourse and secondary discourse,
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and how language and literacy shape who we are. In this sense, and what Christ has left
me thinking about, in regard to Gee’s understanding of discourse as an identity kit, is that
for Queer members in recovery, our primary discourse is the discourse we develop in our
either LGBTQ+/Queer and/or recovery lived experiences, and the secondary discourse is
the discourse we develop when we begin to socialize with other Queer persons in
recovery.
A COLLABORATIVE PUBLIC PROJECT: ENSURING THE FUTURE OF
QUEER RECOVERY RHETORIC
On “Voices from Rock Bottom,” the Queerstory of recovery cannot be
commodified by the A.A. institution because it’s being performed in another space with
literacy tools, language descriptors, and identifiers that challenge the program’s
traditional cultural implications. On VFRB, Queer stories of recovery offer a
retrospective interpretation of the guests’ recovery experiences and coming out journeys.
Both stories contain subjective elements as the aforementioned participants chose to
share things, they wouldn’t typically share in meeting spaces. There’s room for more
overlaps of these mini narratives of recovery as they are balanced with the facets of
coming out stories and other Queer experiences that highlight how these storytellers are
trying to reclaim their authentic cultural voices, as themselves as Queer persons, and also
as being in recovery.
These selected Queer storytellers moved further away from the Bill Wilson story
(some further than others) to tell a story that’s not based on the master narrative, but one
where they take ownership over their lives. Queer/LGBTQ+ storytellers have spent most
of their recovery journeys responding to the master narrative and accepting the
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institution’s cultural ideals, as opposed to being able to engage with their authentic sense
of selves. While sharing their stories, they are using Queer literacy and language devices,
and colloquialisms. My role as the host with any show is to guide participants along the
story being told within that two-hour time frame. But with Queer guests, I noticed they
demonstrated a greater sense of agency, ownership, and authenticity without needing to
totally rely on the master narrative. Their stories become cultural artifacts and rhetorical
strategies for survival because of who they are interacting with during the livestream and
where they are getting to share this story, and to a larger, diverse audience.
Maybe this is how “Voices from Rock Bottom” is developing its own text within
the genre of recovery storytelling with the use of digital rhetorical strategies to Queer
storytell recovery. Queer stories of recovery should not only exist within the denigrated
spaces they’ve been allowed to occupy in A.A.’s institutionalized system. VFRB literacy
is literally taking space as it transcends the master structure, through which Queer,
LGBTQ+, Non-Binary, and Gender Non-Conforming recovery storytellers can create an
entirely new ethos of authorship: LGBTQ+ stories of recovery do not need to become
homogenized in the cis-heteronormative and heteropatriarchal narrative culture of
recovery in order for them to matter, to count, to live on. If the public forum has more
access to witness Queer stories of recovery, the duality of negative stereotypes and
stigmas would not be encased in the way the A.A. institution has made them. The
Queerer stories of recovery are made visible, or “come to voice” (hooks), especially with
the visibility of the storytellers’ varied identity intersectionalities, the more the recovery
community might begin to seek to tell more authentic histories and stories of recovery
across the board.
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This does not mean I wholly support people breaking traditions and putting the
A.A. organization at risk, especially whenever, wherever, or, however. Discernment can
still be a component of a Queerstory of recovery, especially if doing the opposite would
place Queer recovery community members in a position of peremptory harm, especially
as they/we continue to seek membership in A.A. The public visibility of the Queerstory
of recovery can mobilize civic engagement, advocacy, and awareness for a community
that very much needs it, while also capturing life histories of Queer persons getting sober
and finding freedom while staying true to themselves. But as long as A.A. continues to
keep Queer stories of recovery within the confines of its cis-heteronormative culture and
on the margins of its institutional narrative experience, Queer members might continue to
seek storytelling spaces where they can share their testimony with personal distinction.
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CHAPTER 5: TALKING BACK TO A.A.
“That powerful slogan, ‘the personal is political,’ addresses the connection between the
self and the political reality. Yet it was often interpreted as meaning that to name one’s
personal pain in relation to structures of domination was not just a beginning stage in the
process of coming to political consciousness, to awareness, but all that was necessary. In
most cases, naming one’s personal pain was not sufficiently linked to overall education
for critical consciousness of collective political resistance … A complete vision of selfrecovery, of the process by which the dominated and exploited individual would
experience a new and different relationship to the world.” -bell hooks, Talking Back, pp.
32-33
“WHAT IT WAS LIKE THEN, WHAT HAPPENED, AND WHAT IT’S LIKE NOW”:
CONCLUSION & IMPLICATIONS
I wanted to explore the complexity of the boundaries, especially the ones that
encourage alcoholics [and addicts] 80 to share their recovery stories outside the A.A.
institution, in alternative and/or multi-modal spaces, via digital platforms, across
communities, and through other methods of communication. By moving outside the
insularity of church basements, even further beyond parking lots and diner booths,
alcoholics [and addicts] are communing and storying in ways that dismantle hegemonic
presumptions that have been very much normalized socially in A.A. (like larger society).
Queer storytellers do still evoke the narrative tellings of their “qualification” in these
spaces that continue to sprout. Is it possible for 12-Step recovery members to author a
new narrative that would further create an intersectional experience of recovery, or one
that is more inclusive, where every voice and identity could be a contributor? Or do these
alternative methodologies of recovery storytelling help alcoholics [and addicts] embrace

Because I am specifically talking about Alcoholics Anonymous, I am highlighting how
pairing the term “alcoholics” with “addict” is contentious, because in A.A., the primary
purpose is with alcoholism and through community customs, literature, and oratory
practices, it’s delineated to not use the term “addict” in those spaces, or in any reference
to A.A.
80

278

the complexities of their identities in these other spaces or counter recovery narratives, or
with other sober networks, while preserving the long history of the recovery story as it
has been tied to the identity-building, discourse, and narrative telling practices of A.A.?
Frankly, alcoholics [and addicts] are capable of telling and inventing their own recovery
stories with liberty anywhere they want even though A.A. gatekeepers and antiquated
traditions warrant against such an act. In A.A., language, history, and literature are
permanent rhetorical structures. What does that have to say about the histories and
rhetorical strategies of alcoholics [and addicts] and their/our relationship to the present
moment of A.A. narrative telling? How does this kind of languaging institutionalized
history not problematize accounting for all voices, not just the patriarchal white-male
identity, men as alcoholics, he/his, He/Him? Because I’ve come to love the story of A.A.
so much in the years I’ve had practice telling it is why I am so deeply interested in
creating dialogue about ways to make the A.A. institution better specifically in regard to
its storying and literacy praxis, while offering criticism and pushing for gender neutrality
and more inclusivity.
hook’s idea of “talking back” deeply resonates with me as I write the conclusion
for this dissertation, especially because I am reflecting on the ways this autoethnographic
project has allowed me to “think feminist,” and to think Queer. As I have worked through
the issues of A.A.’s community recovery literacy practices, Feminism and Queer
advocacy, and how bodies and voices have been exploited in the program’s socio-cultural
ecology; the personal is very much political. This project has considered alternative
pathways of thinking about civic engagement and critical recovery literacy practices in
which identity and community-building contexts do not oppress Queer voices. I’ve had a
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lot of time to think about this, and a lot of preparation, study, and contemplation before I
started to cement the “brick and mortar” (Alcoholics Anonymous 75) of this project.
Already, and always, in the back of my mind, the suggestion that I’m “breaking
anonymity” has played over and over. Even when I’ve loosely discussed the parameters
of this dissertation project with recovery mentors, I’ve received the raised eyebrow, the
cause for concern, and uninvited inquiries about whether or not it was too late to change
my dissertation project. This is the very epitome of the silencing that happens within the
program when an internal member begins to question or query or critique the analyzing
of the A.A. institution and 12-Step programs, especially members who still engage in
them.
I have experienced waves of fear that this critique will be held against me,
especially considering that I intend to publish, perhaps beyond the interrogation of the
A.A. police, but even being implored by the G.S.O. I cringe at these very plausible
realities. This project was not designed to subvert the A.A. institution, but rather, it was
intended advocate for the voices and identities that may or may not have been
strategically left out of A.A.’s literacy and literary tradition (like mine) in order to reveal
its Queer cultural erasure, or controversial issues as they may sidetrack the organization
from its primary purpose. I wanted to address the unconscious and conscious cultural
decisions that have played a crucial role in how Queer members have been forced to
survive and find meaning in A.A. I’d never had personal skepticism regarding A.A.
history or its culture until I began to root myself as an academic working with language,
literacy, identity, and stories. In Alcoholics Anonymous, special interest groups do
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attempt to reflect and address diversity issues in the program that aren’t really written
anywhere in any of A.A.’s literature beyond its meeting pamphlets.
The Traditions of the A.A. program signals against individuals and groups that
could “greatly injure A.A. as a whole, nor ought it affiliate itself with anything or
anybody else,” (147) and while outside issues are not spoken about or clearly defined the
members have come to understand what they are, and how they’ve learned to protect the
organization against such issues, or deal with those resentments or personal problems, for
the good of the whole. In speaking about the traditions, the one that gets the most
attention is the one about anonymity as it relates to outside issues. Essentially the idea
behind anonymity is that we must keep perspective as members, and be mindful and
aware that our individual choices, decisions, and actions could not only affect others by
A.A. as a whole. Anyone that doesn’t prioritize this safeguard, breaks their anonymity, or
acts as the judge, jury, and executioner is sacrificing the entire organization for their own
personal agenda. I’m not the first person to enter the conversation of breaking anonymity
to create awareness, but I’ve gone through my own fair share of self-condemnation that I
was lacking humility, that I was taking action that might greatly affect A.A., and that I
was thinking of myself, and not sacrifice. I can’t tell you how many days I spent
whispering in my mentor’s office; it took me awhile to process and be okay with the
decision I was making, knowing I would not be liked, that I had the right to be wrong.81
There are a handful of topics that have been somewhat accepted into the program’s

Line from beginning of A.A.’s Tradition Four, which states, “Each group should be
autonomous except in matters affecting other groups or A.A. as a whole.”; Alcoholics
Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, 1ed. Alcoholics Anonymous World
Services, 1952. Print.
81
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meeting discourse, as they relate to heteronormativity, that have been deemed appropriate
for sharing include sponsorship, relationships, custody situations, divorce, marriage,
professionalism, housing and living, etc. as they relate to alcoholism. While these
problems and topics are being considered exclusive of outside issues, topics that relate to
homophobia, transphobia, Queerness, microaggression, discrimination, childhood trauma,
sexual violence, politics, racism, white supremacy, etc. have no place in A.A., even if
these issues are affecting their sober livelihoods. I’ve come to know my place in the
room, and place within the larger structure. And especially with the larger political forces
at place since 2016, I began to feel less safe at certain meetings, and began moving
towards strictly LGBTQ+ meetings, while relying on my personal sober network, peer
Queer sober friends, avoiding deeply patriarchal or old-timers’ meetings, where I
couldn’t share what I needed to for the sake of my recovery and my lived experience and
trauma as a Queer person.
I finally accepted that I was not writing this project in utter disregard of the
fellowship which I have inhabited so freely, but really because of my deep love and
gratitude for it, how much I believe in its efficacy, and how great it could be. I was
already aware of the body of research and popular press related to this dissertation
project, but I spent time thinking about and questioning whether or not it was a good idea
to attach my name, or my professional identity to the writing and dialogue of this project.
I claim my own experience of gatekeeping as someone who is now looking into the
institution from the outside through my epistemological positioning as insider (Reinharz),
as I participated in white heteronormative privilege. I know I am not taking A.A. into my
hands for my own sake or choosing to break my anonymity at the public level, linking
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my name to the program, for a “particular education project in the minds of millions,”
(Alcoholics Anonymous, Tradition Six 159); but, again, the voice in my head goes back
to being institutionalized with the idea that I might be lacking humility or be experiencing
an inflation of ego while doing so. One of my mentors, Dr. Steven Alvarez, always
reminded us that the only way to create change within an institution is to do so from the
inside out; it’s comforting to know that I am not alone in this endeavor. I’m very grateful
to those who are also coming out of church basements, like me, who are trying to do the
same, for the good of A.A.
Because of the social and cultural implications of intersectional experiences in
Alcoholics Anonymous, and the way they challenge the organization’s institutional
storytelling practice, I am inviting community literacy, public rhetoric, and recovery
scholars to consider how meaning-making practices of Queer individuals might always
be limited by institutionalized recovery spaces. In other words, structures like A.A. may
never be fully willing to or able to thoroughly acknowledge LGBTQ+, Gender NonConforming, and/or Non-Binary members because of its profound ties to A.A.’s history,
as a cultural phenomenon in America. While A.A. has presented itself as a safe haven to
any alcoholic seeking membership, especially the Queer alcoholic newcomer, the
structure (at large) still resists intersectional and Queer interventions. Marginalized
members, and allies, have been pushing the institution to consider the myriad of gender,
sexual, cultural, ethnic, language, and literacy lives of all its members. When its
members, or “friends of Bill,”82 cross the boundaries of A.A.’s institutional recovery

Members of A.A. use the euphemism “Friend of Bill” or “Friend of Bill W.” to show
their membership publicly to others, while preserving their personal anonymity. Though
82
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narrative telling and move into the public forum by writing against or speaking openly
about being in the shackles of the program’s cis-heteronormativity and
heteropatriarchalness, reaching larger audiences than the readers and subscribers of
A.A.’s Grapevine magazine, that’s when the institution has become more willingly to
evolve. Though, even still, there are many hegemonic and patriarchal members who have
countered the voices of those who have written and spoken against A.A.’s cultural
constraints, calling them insane opinions 83. But I think this public literacy praxis
advocates for a relearning and telling of Queerness in alcoholism and addiction that plays
with the literary and literacy tradition of 12-Step recovery without denying Queer
members their own literacy and rhetorical strategies, while it also highlights how
marginalized (especially Queer, BIPOC, feminists), have had to raise the attention
outside A.A.’s borders. By repositioning the site of recovery literacy for Queer
storytellers, their recovery stories can take a new meaning, beyond the socio-cultural and
historical erasure both within and outside A.A., which returns me to Eric Darnell
Pritchard’s concept of “restorative literacy.”
The meaning, however, of literacy, give by participants through their tactics of
restorative literacies, is that literacy as a wounding text can be rehabilitated and
restored for social transformation necessary to undo the very harmful and violent
normativities that emerge in and through it (Pritchard 245).

today, even many non-insiders know the meaning of this phrase, as it relates to achieving
sobriety through Alcoholics Anonymous.
83 See Christopher Dale’s 2020 article, “An insane ‘feminist’ attack on Alcoholics
Anonymous, in the NY Post. https://nypost.com/2020/01/08/an-insane-feminist-attack-onalcoholics-anonymous/.

284

I identify with Pritchard’s notion of marginalized individuals being able to rehabilitate
through restorative literacy practices in the way I’ve tried to structure the digital
storytelling project, “Voices from Rock Bottom,” where I believe participants, especially
Queer storytellers, are able work through their Queer experiences and recovery
experiences while reclaiming identity and power, while also transforming their recovery
stories in a space that promotes empathy, healing, and diligence. For me personally, the
“Voices from Rock Bottom’ podcast has helped me pull my identity and experiences
back from the margins, in a way that moves towards centering the recovered storyteller’s
experience and not the institution’s. Maybe this is my way of putting together a counter
narrative of A.A., a Queerstory of recovery.
“I OFFER MYSELF TO THEE84”: PLAYING THE WHITE WOMAN IN A.A.
The political culture of a suburban city of New York, where I got (and stay)
sober, has standardized the Bill Wilson story as a marker of membership in A.A.
Members who have moved outside that paradigm have been judged, mocked, and even
surveilled beyond actual meeting spaces. While A.A.’s organization structure was
designed to be non-hierarchical, and the fellowship relies on the group conscience, it is
often steered by elder statesmen, and misdirected by bleeding deacons. In A.A. Comes of
Age, Bill Wilson writes about the “drama of A.A. leadership” as it has challenged the
organization in the need to develop certain traditions, though bleeding deacons are still a
controversial cultural issue in the program.
“Does A.A. have real leadership?” The answer is, “Yes, notwithstanding the
apparent lack of it.” Let’s turn again to the deposed founder and his friends. What

84

This line is from the beginning of the Third Step Prayer, Alcoholics Anonymous.
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becomes of them? As their grief and anxiety wear away, a subtle change begins.
Ultimately, they divide into two classes known in A.A. slang as “elder statesmen”
and “bleeding deacons.” The elder statesman is one who sees the wisdom of the
group’s decision, who holds no resentment over his reduced status, whose
judgment, fortified by considerable experience, is sound, and who is willing to sit
quietly on the side lines patiently awaiting developments. The bleeding deacon is
one who remains convinced that the group cannot get along without him, who
constantly connives for re-election to office, and who continues to be consumed
with self-pity (122).
Bleeding deacons in A.A. are moralizing persons who believe they are invariably
indispensable to the homegroups, let alone the organization as a whole. Certain bleeding
deacon members are fine with jeopardizing the privacy of one’s life; these members see
themselves as life or death85 to a group, whose personal politics and personality(ies)
make them lose sight of the program’s community purpose, a very anti-A.A. one day at a
time spiritual practice of love, acceptance, and tolerance of others86.
At times the A.A. landscape seems to be littered with bleeding forms. Nearly
every old-timer in our society has gone through this process in some degree. I
have myself. Happily, most of them survive and live to become elder statesmen.
This is the real and enduring leadership of A.A. Theirs is the quiet opinion, the

Throughout this section, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a play
on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
86
For more information on bleeding deacons in A.A., visit the Big Book Sponsorship
blog post: https://bigbooksponsorship.org/articles-alcoholism-addiction-12-step-programrecovery/twelve-traditions-group-conscience-mob-rule/elder-statesmen-bleedingbleating-deacons/.
85
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sure knowledge, and the humble example that resolves a crisis. When sorely
perplexed, the group inevitably turns to them for advice. They become the voice
of the group conscience. They are, in fact, the true voice of Alcoholics
Anonymous. They do not drive by mandate; they lead by example.
Bleeding deacon members do not act out of old-timer wisdom, they are acting out of
political agenda, sometimes very literally, especially as they survey the ways other
members tell their recovery stories in both traditional A.A. or public spaces. In my
experience, elder statesmen are hegemonic and patriarchal members, and continue to
advise while holding tight the historicity and religiosity of the program’s structure.
Unless marginalized members and newcomers stay sober or maintain membership long
enough (25+ years) to repopulate the elder statesmen of A.A., the leadership will not
evolve in a time of cultural change that is deeply necessary for the organization and
fellowship. A.A. may always be divided by culturally conservative issues as elder
statesmen continue to avoid public controversy and rely on the hegemonic as the
universal experience in A.A. which is inauthentic and non-principled to say the least.
I have included personal and individualized experiences, being a Gender NonConforming Lesbian, in my qualifications over the years, but I am not really sure I’ve
ever told a complete and authentic qualification without borrowing from A.A.’s
patriarchal literacy practices, other hegemonic members’ versions, and the
redemptiveness of the Bill Wilson story; even recovery is not always redemptive. I think
my Queerness has been tolerated in the program, and so has my wife’s, because we were
both raised in A.A. as the submissive white woman, as “sober women,” and what we
were taught about what that meant, and what that looked like. So, we’ve learned to pass
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in A.A., though in society, that’s not always the case for me necessarily as Gender NonConforming, and as a Lesbian, not synonymously.
At times, writing the story of this research project has been complex because I
was simultaneously negotiating seeing A.A. through the eyes of a researcher while also
being a part of the community, with the insider-outsider perspective. The self-observation
of seeing how I accepted its hegemonic attitudes, values, and ideas, and also as someone
who has been an active agent in the community’s constraints as a member, sponsor,
sponsee left me struggling with reconciling who I had been in the program, and who I am
in my personal life. Being a scholar, a doer, and feminist Lesbian in A.A., I’ve come to
know that to be a feminist and Queer advocate in A.A. is to be unliked. And I say that in
my humble opinion, based on my experience, in a very particular area, that is a smallscale version of the institution. As an insider of A.A., and doing the inside work of
autoethnography, it was hard for me to look away from this conditioning.
And over the course of this research and the writing of this project, I realized that
it became increasingly difficult to have critical conversations about A.A. with the white,
able-bodied, middle-class (and usually, middle-aged) men, who I was fond of, and who
kept me under their wing all these years. Once I began to see the inner workings of the
system, it made it difficult to unsee the issues and complexities, and experience
challenged a lot of my existing relationships with sober friends and peers in the program.
Many of them have never really needed to consider their particular privileges in the
room, let alone the world (again referring to the patriarchal men and white women of
A.A.). At times, I was left with uncertainty of whether or not I should continue with this
project, I felt as if I was breaking faith with them.
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Of course, this was an opportunity for me to think about my own experience when
I entered A.A. as a cis-presenting woman, though a Lesbian. Because of my experiences
prior to getting sober, lacking positive sexuality or gender identity, A.A. was like many
of the heteropatriarchal and heterosexist spaces where I learned to perform well enough
to survive. I was coming to the program with a life’s worth of sexual repression and
restrictive notions of gender expression. From my early recovery to my present recovery,
as again, a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian, as a woman in recovery, as a woman
sponsoring other women, a Queer woman sponsoring other Queer women, I am fully
aware that my voice and recovery experience has been disrupted by the dominant
narrative. Until working on this project, I accepted that no matter what, my experience,
my qualification narrative would never fully self-actualize because it would always take
the dominant narrative in form. I realized that I spent the majority of my recovery
learning how to be disingenuous in A.A., I embodied the A.A. redemption Bakhtinian
character that George Jensen wrote about (see Chapter 2), simply because of the narrative
I was conditioned with in my local A.A. enclave. Programmatically, I’d learned how to
work towards saying the right thing, instead of saying what I needed to say, or wanted to
say. I have shown up as a certain person in A.A., a static version of myself, a very
submissive, silenced being, and I have taken on someone else’s story. I had a lot of blind
spots and unconscious bias. Until I checked my own privilege as a white woman in A.A.,
(and as a white woman in academia), until I began to recognize how my thoughts,
behavior, and actions in the program reflected how inherently privileged I was entering
the program that because of it, despite my being a Lesbian, I had an advantage.
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I never consciously considered myself to be part of marginalized groups until I
started to understand the ways of institutional systematizing. Once I entered the Ph.D.
program, I began to allow myself to be deprogrammed. Because prior, I was never really
bothered by the chapters of the Big Book, especially “To the Wives,” “Women Suffer
Too,” or “The Family Afterward,” I embraced that portion of A.A.’s cultural reality, the
history. I learned to get over the cis-male pronouns, the patriarchal rhetoric, the Christianbased strategizing, and be submissive, for the good of the whole, for the good of A.A. And
I had mastered this blending in and coming to know how to pass over the years, in
institutional spaces, in patriarchal dominions, the necessity of communal identity and
security took precedence over my personal trauma, and because frankly, I felt more
comfortable in A.A. than I ever did in a church.
So, I didn’t respond to the systemic problems, because it was so deeply ingrained
in me over the course of my life that this is how we’ve always done it. But, as I started to
embrace my gender and sexual identity over the course of my Ph.D. pursuit, and be my
full self, not only in academia, but also in A.A., much to my chagrin, I was met with
contention. The hateful Christians are super loud in A.A., the majority of the
heteronormative, bible-Christian traditionalists, or cis white men and women in the
program are, the ones who talk about Jesus at meetings. And I stopped going to certain
meetings, especially the ones that closed with the “Lord’s Prayer.” I used to go to church
every Sunday with my grandfather, starting when I was about five years old. I was a
lector, a eucharistic minister, and part of the youth group growing up in the Catholic
faith. But, when I came out at 19 years old in 2005, everything about who I was, and my
safety and security conflicted with the church’s intolerance and rigid injudiciousness. I
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came to the doors of that church basement with religious shame, being shunned for being
gay, and having nowhere else to go. And upon becoming a member, desperate, and
having lost the will to live, I came to learn that I had to come to believe that a Power
greater than myself could restore me to sanity; there was no other option or house on the
block for me - A.A. was it. I had to get down with G.O.D., whether that was God, Group
of Drunks, Gift of Desperation, Get over Denial, the Universe, Nature, or the chair or
table at the meeting. I had to be okay with being in church basements again. I had to do
what they were doing, all of it, because if it kept me alive, I was willing to do just about
everything. As time has passed, I’ve learned to balance how to take what you need and
leave the rest.
So, being an academic, and a woman, and a Lesbian, and a feminist, and in A.A.
is complex to say the least. Feminism in and of itself is contentious, and has its own
flaws, especially as it often regards white women feminists. White women have been
complicit. White women have upheld the patriarchy since the beginning, by figuring out
a way to neatly squeeze themselves into the canonical white-male centric narrative. In
The Guardian, a self-declared feminist woman in A.A. responded to Holly Whitaker’s
anti-patriarchal “attack” on A.A., calling both Whitaker’s articles and book, Quit Like a
Woman, in an anonymous open letter, “Alcoholics Anonymous isn’t sexist - it’s
supportive and free.” The anonymous writer felt that Whitaker misrepresented A.A.’s
recovery model as someone who attended “less than 10 AA meetings” and never worked
the program.
I am a woman, member of AA and a feminist. AA is one of the only places I go in
my daily life where everyone is equal and anyone can share their feelings without
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fear of judgement. There is no hierarchy. Us women are not required to hand
power over to men. Yes, AA was founded at a time when patriarchy was rife, and
arguably the literature should be modernised – but the groups work as a melting
pot that not only gives women space to find their voice, but also works to break
down toxic masculinity and aid men in showing emotional vulnerability.
Patriarchal structures are deeply embedded in our society and must be challenged.
But it’s dangerous to claim an organisation that works to dismantle an alcoholic’s
feelings of worthlessness – often the consequences of patriarchy – is part of the
problem. It isn’t.
As a self-declared feminist and Queer scholar, I find it problematic that she/they are
saying that organization is not patriarchal while having been a member who has accepted
and forcibly adjusted to the cis-male heteronormative literacy and literary tradition of
A.A., though she knows that literature “should” be modernized. Have women not
complied with and remained submissive to the patriarchal context in A.A. for the last 86
years? Is that not in and of itself anti-feminist and anti-intersectional? If the organization
was focused on its members feeling a sense of worth and genuine community in their
membership, wouldn’t addressing the patriarchy in A.A. be a primary concern? While the
writer’s ethnic or cultural identity were not declared publicly in the letter, I can only
speculate that her/their opinion upholds that of many white women in A.A., who views
Whitaker’s criticism of A.A. as done so out of “rampant ego,” while being “ill informed.”
As someone who has read Whitaker’s criticisms and text, as mentioned in the
introduction, my inner white woman in A.A. kept rising to the surface in defense of the
organization, though Whitaker made a few strong arguments about the institution that I
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can recognize and that deeply resonate with me. I think where AA-ers lose Whitaker is
when she says that in Step 1, “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - that our
lives had become unmanageable,” she interprets that as giving into men, not into the need
for a spiritual connection to work through the malady of alcoholism, which in it, there is a
spiritual absence when progressive in the illness.
From A.A., I learned that I had a physical obsession with alcohol, and while being
in active addiction, I had the phenomenon of craving, I became aware of the mental blank
spots and the emotional dis-ease called the spiritual malady. In Step 1, members let go of
the need to control or manage our lives, that is not an exclusive experience with
patriarchal forces, it’s in every aspect of our lives. That step was not created as a cultish
act of submission to the patriarchal men in the program, but to the disease in order to find
a spiritual connection, and surrender. But, for someone who has had trauma with men,
and perhaps, with Judeo-Christian religious organization, this can be plausible. The
follow directions and suggestions, and get a sponsor and do the steps, is a life-saving tool,
the power in that is the shoulder-to-shoulder experience of one alcoholic helping another,
in a very teacher-mentor like functionality (which sure, can seem authoritative in nature. I
wouldn’t ask who five seconds was sober to help me work the program). Because A.A. is
a microcosm of American society, it does take on all the socio-cultural characteristics and
structures of power that we see working in communities and institutions; white men are
already patriarchally privileged, whether they are in or outside A.A. So, many women in
A.A., especially the conservative or traditionalist white women, never want to question or
speak out against patriarchal institutions because they’ve institutionalized not to do so in
society since the beginning of time. The fear of the harm speaking out could cause to the
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whole has been deeply ingrained in them, even though it’s what is killing A.A., and what
is hurting America. Society, and even some women or feminists, might want to believe
patriarchal men are the problem - but it’s clear that women are really the other half of
that. And in a lot of matters and situations, this is not always limited to white women as
well. When I say this, I am not reducing the feminist movement or the historicity of
women’s struggles whatsoever (especially about equality, marriage, reproduction,
genderism, or sexism); but everyone has used their own privilege for their own gain (and
safety) at times. And feminism has not always been intersectionally inclusive.
In A.A., white women are the next on the hierarchical ladder, many of whom
support the socio-cultural history and the white male as the authoritative voice in A.A.,
because that’s the history, that’s the story. White women in A.A. have come far (in
certain cases, regardless of class status), even though they have been asked to interpret
the entire 1-164 replacing all he/his/him pronouns with she/her/hers, or to overlook that
there were women in A.A. even when the book was published in 1939, to remember
[accept that] the book was written for the majority [white men] - “for the next sick and
suffering alcoholic.” They have also been asked to gloss over the sexist chapter, “To The
Wives,” women in A.A. have been treated like mirrored versions of the originating AlAnon wives, and have participated in this cultural, sexist dysfunction. But this
subjugation is not limited to cis/heteronormative white women. Women of color in A.A.,
Queer women, Differently Abled women, and other marginalized communities of women
in A.A. have had to adopt this horrific white-privilege politico. I definitely have, and I
have spent years sponsoring women this way.
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As I think about the white women of A.A., I return to Audre Lorde’s The Uses of
Anger: Women Responding to Racism. In advocating for her own awareness of the
borders that feminism has constructed since its early movements, Audre Lorde challenges
white feminists to accept and acknowledge their own complicity: “I cannot hide my anger
to spare you guilt, nor hurt feelings … What woman here is so enamored by her own
oppression that she cannot see her heel print upon another woman’s face?” Lorde
reminds me of how the very participation in this literacy praxis has enabled white women
to claim and hold power while pushing their way past non-mobilized members. Whether
this very act of claiming or holding power was conscious or subconscious, white women
have participated in the hegemony of Alcoholics Anonymous, because in some form, to
some degree, they have benefitted from it. The very acts of these members, who actively
have avoided acknowledging their own complicity in the program, who continue to
choose to play into the power system, who have been afraid to change the “contours of
their own ignorance,” have reproduced and consumed the hegemony in A.A. I have
participated in the very acts of reading, writing, speaking, and being (a white woman) in
A.A. that has always characterized this effervescent materiality; it took me nine years to
see “the patriarchal footprints everywhere” (Jamison 64)87.
This self-scrutiny of the ways I’ve actively turned a blind eye to my own privilege
in A.A. (silencing my experience as an LGBTQ+ member in the program), is my way to
call for a more intersectional feminist study of A.A. literacy and literary culture to
counter patriarchal forces which I have (and many women, womxn, BIPOC, LGBTQ+,

This quote is from Leslie Jamison’s essay, “The March on Everywhere.” Jamison,
Leslie. “The March On Everywhere: The ragged glory of female activism.” Harper’s
Magazine. April 2017. Accessed 19 October 2020.
87

295

etc.) been implicated by. Intersectional feminist study of A.A. would help scholars better
understand how members’ identities have overlapped based on race, ethnicity, ancestry,
nationality, gender, sexual or affectional orientation, physical ability or appearances,
mental health, class, marital status, family structure, legal standing, religious or spiritual
background, educational or socioeconomic status. The intersectional experiences of
members in A.A. impacts the way they practice recovery while encountering acts if
discrimination and oppression. White-male privilege in A.A., a collective cultural
conditioning (which is taught/understood implicitly) has made the overlaps in these
identities inherently invisible, even though progressives (both at the group and service
levels) have advocated for breaking the glass ceiling in Alcoholics Anonymous. The
discussion and advocacy for Queer bodies has resulted in an acceptable cataloging of
supplemental literary texts, histories, leaflets, and “special interest meetings,” to give
space to the members who cry out for visibility, for a more bipartisan association.
Nevertheless, at the end of this project, I am left thinking about how these subtexts do not
raise the program’s consciousness or change the patriarchal structures within A.A., but
further deepens its internality and canonicism by just allowing these other voices and
faces into the club.
“THIS IS A ‘WE’ PROGRAM”: WE WON’T SEE CHANGE IN A.A. UNLESS WE
CHANGE SOMETHING
During the time of writing this dissertation, the COVID-19 pandemic happened,
and as a result A.A. meetings moved online to Zoom. Because of this virtual opportunity,
I finally gravitated towards making “LGBTQ+” “Women and Gender Non-Conforming”
meetings, the infamous “Perry Street Workshop” and “Rainbow Room” meetings, and
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some other Queer-visible meetings in both New York City and Los Angeles, that I might
not have had the opportunity to experience otherwise. Not only did this experience and
realization make me recommit to Alcoholics Anonymous in an entirely new way, but I
fell in love with the program again in a new way, a better way. I can begin to heal my
identity-forming process through a deprogramming and reeducating of my experiences
since I first got sober. It was really quite wonderful to see people gathering together to
experience and share recovery in safe spaces, sharing honestly and opening. In “Queer
A.A. Has Been My Lifeline - Both Before and During the Pandemic,” (2020) Britni de la
Cretaz writes about their experience with Queer A.A. meetings being a game changer for
them.
It was the first place where I felt that I could merge the entirety of who I was,
instead of siloing it: I used to have my Queer community and my recovery
community, and those two things were separate. Queer meetings showed me that
having a Queer recovery community was possible. (1)
de la Cretaz shares that seeking out meetings that were specifically Queer, that made
space “for people whose identities and communities goes beyond the gender binary,”
bringing attention to how “Queer A.A. is about making A.A. more accessible to Queer
and trans folks while not watering down A.A.’s message about recovery.” I appreciate de
la Cretaz’s experience and sentiment, seeing myself, openly identifying as a Lesbian
woman, who has welcomed references of presenting as gender nonconforming, and is
appreciating the community of LGBTQ+/GNC Queer people in A.A. who are showing
the importance of sexual and gender identity as being synonymous with their (our)
alcoholism recovery.
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In my experience, many Queer A.A. communities have made a push to include
the role of trauma in our understanding of both addiction and recovery. This can
meaningfully change the way a person shares their stories in meetings, how they
engage with the 12 steps, and even how they understand their own addiction and
recovery. (2)
When I came across de la Cretaz’s article, I was also in the middle of writing Chapter 3
and pushing myself to attend LGBTQ+/GNC meetings every week. Like a newcomer,
trying to hide in the background, I was enamored with the fellowship and program praxis
in Queer meetings, but also a little intimated. I finally felt like I began to fully embrace
my identity as a Gender Non-Conforming Lesbian woman in A.A., and it was as if I was
coming out all over again. de la Cretaz’s article gave me the language to support my
understanding of this experience, that I was finally in a room of people who did not
conform to “mainstream A.A.” de la Cretaz imparts that in “normal meetings” (regular,
not special interest) one’s “Queerness was immaterial or didn’t matter, which is, simply
put, erasure.” Queerness is very much embodied as a community literacy practice in
Queer A.A. meetings, whereas in culturally conservative, non-Queer, “mainstream A.A.”
meetings, I’ve had “check my Queer identity at the door.”
Queer A.A. meetings mean being with members and attendees who are sharing
their pronouns and seeing/understanding how many Queer members want to readdress
Queering the program’s literature to be inclusive to “people” not just “men and women”
and other cis-heteronormative languaging within the A.A. Preamble, the Big Book, and
beyond. Queer A.A. meetings deeply consider members intersectional experiences, and
trauma that has been historically done to the Queer community (including personal lived
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and survived trauma of its Queer members) which the hegemonic cis-heteropatriarchal
structure of A.A. does not. I do not feel like I am an outsider in Queer A.A. meetings.
When I share in Queer A.A. meetings, I do not feel like my shares or qualifications are
constrained by the hegemonic qualification narrative version that I’ve heard shuffled
around “regular meetings” throughout my almost ten years of recovery. In LGBTQ+ and
Queer-inclusive meetings I feel like I am how I want to be perceived, as a Gender NonConforming Lesbian, which I have never being totally comfortable and open with in
mainstream A.A. meetings. But also, over the course of my entire life, I have experience
being forced into normative conformity in cis-heteropatriarchal spaces. There, I have
never felt seen and understood. Finding “my people” in a community of other LGBTQs+
and women, learning how to embrace and get back in touch with my Queer culture,
which I allowed to be silenced and neglected over the years, has allowed me to reposition
the work I need to do on healing the trauma and internalized homophobia I have
struggled with my entire life.
In closing, LGBTQ+, Non-Binary/GNC, and Queer A.A. groups are integral to
my recovery, I just wish I was introduced to them so much earlier in my recovery
because I might not have struggled so much with my sense of self and latent trauma with
coming out. But I am grateful that this dissertation project taught me how to reclaim my
voice, and the work I am supposed to do in A.A. I was just deeply indoctrinated with the
fear of critique, shame, and gatekeeping that has always shaped Alcoholics Anonymous,
especially the meetings I sobered up in. I’ve become aware of the gatekeeper that has
been inside me, which has manifested into a rhetorical evaluation tool every time I hear a
person share their qualification in a meeting, that still sometimes shows up when I am
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about to qualify at a meeting, that has influenced the way I have helped newcomers over
the years. In the past, when I would be taking them through the work, I was focused on
proving my membership through the knowledge of the program and application of the
program’s hegemony. The way I was raised in the 12-Step recovery program continues to
urge the institutionalized paranoia of making sure I continue to strive to always be “good
A.A.” But because of the work I’ve done in the Ph.D. program, while still being in A.A.,
I was able to start “doing the work” of seeking the fellowship I craved, or rather, cocreating it. As a recovery literacy and Queer scholar, I want to help create positive
change in rhetorical spaces like A.A., academia, higher ed, and classrooms. But it is by
beginning with exploring recovery literacies that I have learned how a public Queer
collective is working together to create new histories and new Queerstories, both inside
and outside of A.A.
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NOTES
Introduction
1. In a conversation with my dissertation mentor, Dr. Anne Geller, I was whispering
in her office about “A.A.,” and she told me “research does not whisper.”
2. The GNC acronym stands for “Gender Non-Conforming.”
3. According to the World Population Review, Staten Island measures at 75.7%
white, (primarily 65.8% non-Hispanic White).
4. The italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a play on words from
A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
5. @SameenaAzhar. Twitter. July 24th, 2020.
6. https://www.aa.org/press-releases/en_us/press-releases/aas-big-book-alcoholicsanonymous-named-by-library-of-congress-as-one-of-the-books-that-shapedamerica.
7. The VFRB acronym stands for “Voices from Rock Bottom.”
8. “Our Society, therefore, will prudently cleave to its single purpose: the carrying of
the message to the alcoholic who still suffers. Let us resist the proud assumption
that since God has enabled us to do well in one area, we are destined to be a
channel of saving grace for everybody.” The A.A. Group …Where It All Begins, p.
7, with permission of A.A. World Services, Inc.
https://www.aamonterey.org/about-aa/primary-purpose/
9. Line from beginning of A.A.’s Tradition Four, which states, “Each group should
be autonomous except in matters affecting other groups or A.A. as a whole.”;
Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, 1ed. Alcoholics
Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
10. See The Temper Magazine, an anti-patriarchal online publication that serves reject
dogma while exploring life through the lens of sobriety, addiction, and recovery,
with people “as agents of their own recovery,” debunking “what’s wrong in
addiction recovery is that power has been stripped from the people,” i.e.
questioning authority, institutions, and structures, and also saying “fuck
permission, fuck perfect, and fuck the status quo.” https://www.thetemper.com/;
this will hopefully be revisited in Chapter 3.
11. In A.A., members are suggested to solely identify as “alcoholic” to not take away
the message of A.A. or it’s “singleness of purpose,” as there are “other
fellowships for that.”
12. Alcoholics Anonymous. Alcoholics Anonymous, 4ed. Alcoholics Anonymous
World Services, 2001. Print. This is in reference to the description of “spiritual
awakening” vs. “spiritual experience,” noting how psychologist William James
considers most members to have spiritual awakening, the “educational variety,” as
they get sober and develop gradually over the course of their sobriety through
years of accomplished self-discipline within the program.
Chapter 1
13. In 2019, A.A. counted 2,077,374 members and 125,557 A.A. groups worldwide;
“Estimated Worldwide A.A. Individual and Group Membership.” Alcoholics
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Anonymous Service Material from the General Service Office. Web Updated
2020.
14. Throughout this chapter, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a
play on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
15. This is from the cover of As Bill Sees It: The A.A. Way of Life by Bill Wilson.
16. The cinematic account of Lois Wilson’s story, When Love is Not Enough, is still
able to be viewed, though.
17. The YouTube video of the off-Broadway production of “Bill W. and Dr. Bob”
that was held at New World Stages,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ntroOvgZokA.
18. Members of A.A. are referred to by their first names, even the organization’s cofounders.
19. From the book jacket of ‘Pass It On’: The Story of Bill Wilson and How the A.A.
Message Reached the World, A.A. World Services, Inc.
20. The Oxford Group was a non-denominational Christian society, founded in 1921
by Frank Buchman.
21. Dr. Sam Shoemaker of the Oxford Group had major influence on the tangibility of
the A.A. fellowship. He passed wisdom and experience on spirituality which led
into the tenets behind A.A.
22. https://aaagnostica.org/2013/11/03/frank-buchman-and-the-oxford-group/.
23. “We Agnostics” is Chapter 4 of the Big Book that is read around doing Step 2.
24. The Temperance Movement began in the 1800s as a way to moderate drinking
through taking the teetotal pledge of abstinence; many of the Temperance
members still drank beer (just not rum).
25. In the 1840, the Washingtonian Society believed that any “drunk” was worth
saving, and the attention was on the drinker. For the next century or so,
physicians, scientists, and doctors experimentally developed working knowledge
and began to document possible effective treatments for alcoholism, like shock
therapy. In 1842, Abraham Lincoln gave a speech on this society.
26. In 1936, a Good Housekeeping article on The Oxford Group, “The Oxford Group
Challenges America,” noted that the Oxford Group’s emphasis upon a Christian
message was not totally impartial of A.A.’s message, but it did appeal to people
who had personal problems. “Recovery being life-or-death matter for most
alcoholics, it became a question of adopting that which would work and rejecting
that which would not” (171-172).
27. Jesse Beach notes how President Eisenhower joined and was baptized in a church
after being elected, further highlighting how the phrase ‘under God’ was added to
the pledge of allegiance as a way to “signify the religious stance of the country.”
28. See Dick B.’s A.A. History page on Silkworth.net: http://silkworth.net/dickb/.
29. Spencer Woods. “Beware This Writer.” Amazon Review, Dr. Bob’s Library:
Books for Twelve Step Growth by Dick B., 19 July 2007.
30. Stepping Stones is the historic home of Bill and Lois Wilson, in Bedford Hills,
New York. https://www.steppingstones.org/.
31. An A.A. Spiritual Breakfast is a morning of spirituality, service, recovery,
fellowship and unity!
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32. For more information on A.A.’s influence over other 12-Step programs, see
Laudet, Alexandre, PhD. “The Impact of Alcoholics Anonymous on other
substance abuse related Twelve Step programs.” Recent Dev Alcohol. 2008; 18:
71-89.
33. The Little Big Book Dictionary by Lyle Parkins, edited 2009, released first to the
A.A. community in 1998.
34. A.A.’s “Self Support: Where Money and Spirituality Mix” pamphlet,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/f-3_selfsupport.pdf.
35. For Alcoholics Anonymous World Services YouTube Channel, see
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC2nfvf9DeDA7QYvLeq4pQ-w.
36. Interviews of Warren C. and Dick B. re “sponsorship,” on September 7th and
September 8th of 1977.
37. Review the Three Legacies of Alcoholics Anonymous for more information
(Recovery, Unity, and Service); “A.A.’s Legacy of Service” pamphlet by Bill W.,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-44_AAWSlegacy.pdf.
38. Concept 1, “The Twelve Concepts for World Service” pamphlet,
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/smf-114_en.pdf.
39. Alcoholics Anonymous encourages exercise of Robert’s Rules of Order within the
organization, to make decisions, to majority vote, to conduct business meetings,
run and organize service conventions, etc. A.A. This deliberative procedure has
become the essence of A.A. order, but in a more simplified version. While Robert
Rules of Order is not necessarily General Service Conference-approved A.A.
literature, this reflects common practice.
40. Bill Wilson wrote this in his studio, called “Wits End,” which I’ve visited at
Stepping Stones, and even sat in his chair.
41. Open meetings of A.A. allow anyone who is interested to attend and observe,
even if they are not seeking membership in A.A. but want to visit A.A.’s program
of recovery from alcoholism.
42. I am using the language of the program, though that term is heterosexist and
heteropatriarchal.
Chapter 2
43. “To Ruth Bader Ginsburg: Who Fought ‘Not for Today but for Tomorrow’.”
MsMagazine, https://msmagazine.com/2020/09/18/ruth-bader-ginsburg-dead-restin-power/. Accessed 18 September 2020.
44. An A.A. "old-timer" is a member who has stayed sober continuously for a long
period of time; the actual criteria is 25+ years of continued sobriety (especially for
the Bill W. Dinner Dance).
45. Alcoholics Anonymous. “The Jack Alexander Article About A.A.: The Article that
Marked a Milestone in the History of A.A.” A.A. General Service Conferenceapproved literature. 2017. https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p12_theJackAlexArticle.pdf.
46. Lois Wilson and Henrietta Sieberling advocated for Anne Smith’s confounder
role in the beginning of A.A., which A.A.’s literary history and its many scholars
(like Ernest Kurtz) have overlooked. Anne Smith, a Wellesley College graduate,
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influenced the A.A. program with her thoughts and writing on the 12 Steps and
many other texts of A.A. literature.
47. “To the Wives,” Chapter 8 of Alcoholics Anonymous, the Big Book; this chapter
was written entirely by Bill Wilson supposedly in the voice of the wives, of Lois,
and Lois was not happy about it. Excerpt: “We want the wives of Alcoholics
Anonymous to address the wives of men who drink too much … As wives of
Alcoholics Anonymous, we would like you to feel that we understand as perhaps
few can … The wives and children of such men suffer horribly, but not more than
the men themselves.” pp. 104-121
https://emotionalsobrietyandfood.com/2015/06/17/historical-tidbit-who-wrotechapter-8-of-the-big-book-to-wives/.
48. Line from A.A.’s preamble: “A.A. is not allied with any sect, denomination,
politics, organization or institution; does not wish to engage in any controversy,
neither endorses nor opposes any causes.” https://www.aa.org/assets/en_us/smf92_en.pdf.
49. A.A.’s ties to Christianity is a result of the religiosity of its early members, and
early 20th century American society (including Protestantism). While A.A. was
once affiliated with the Oxford Group, a non-denominational spiritual society,
A.A. departed ways when the Oxford Group got involved with public controversy
endorsing Hitler’s pro-Nazi dogma, being Anti-Semitic, and racist, though the
myth of that is still being dispelled today.
50. For more information on Bourdieu’s writing on cultural capital, see Bourdieu P.,
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Harvard University Press,
1984. Print.
51. Garner, Dwight. “Leslie Jamison’s Memoir Finds Its Footing in Sobriety.” 2 April
2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/02/books/review-recovering-lesliejamison.html. Accessed 19 October 2020.
Chapter 3
52. To clarify, the terms “Queer” and “LGBTQ+” (including “GNC”) are used
interchangeably. I personally use the terms Queer and LGBTQ+ interchangeably.
I am utilizing the term Queer as an umbrella term to include all LGBTQIAP+,
Non-Binary, and Gender Non-Conforming identities represented inside and
outside the community acronym.
53. Throughout this chapter, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a
play on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
54. The GNC acronym stands for “Gender Non-Conforming.”
55. Polly Thistlewait was an archivist, “archivette,” and former librarian who wrote
an article in the Gay Community News, in February of 1995 about Gay and
Lesbian invisibility in institutional collections.
56. “Love and tolerance is our code.” Alcoholics Anonymous (Big Book), “Into
Action,” pg. 84.
57. The G.S.O. Advisory Actions are the proposed changes and considerations that
get discussed and voted on at A.A.’s General Service Conferences.
58. This phrase is from Alcoholics Anonymous (Big Book), “Into Action,” pg. 75.
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59. The Lavender Scare took place during the McCarthyism anti-communist era was
a federal witch-hunt against homosexuals in the U.S., during the mid-20th
century.
60. “Non-conference approved” or “conference approved” reference literature,
decisions, and advisory actions voted on during the General Service Conference
of Alcoholics Anonymous.
61. For more information on Barry Leach’s Third Tradition talk, and early Gay
advocacy in A.A., see https://aaagnostica.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/10/Directory-Listing-of-Gay-and-Lesbian-Groups.pdf.
62. In 1949, an A.A. group was founded for homosexual alcoholics in a men’s
rooming house, Beacon Hill, Boston, M.A.
63. Racial identities appeared in lowercase form throughout the text.
64. This racial slur was used as an ethnic descriptor during the Jim Crow era, and
political correctness publication against the term started in the 1970s.
65. In 2016, Monica Richardson directed The 13th Step documentary which critically
exposed sexual harassment and rape-violence within Alcoholics Anonymous,
with specific highlight on when an A.A. member murdered a mother and child in
Hawaii. A.A. members consider Richardson to be a whistleblower. For more
information: https://rehabreviews.com/debunking-13th-step-movie/.
66. As of 2014’s membership survey, there is still no current data that demonstrates
gender and sexual identity, pronoun identification, or any other current equitable
identity descriptors being documented in A.A., though members are using them.
The survey assumes gender and sexuality as being interchangeable and
synonymous.
67. Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book pg. 85, on Steps 10 and 11.
68. This is an A.A. neologism, all over the United States, though it’s not actually a
word.
69. Line from beginning of A.A.’s Tradition One, which continues with “personal
recovery depends on A.A. unity.”; Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and
Twelve Traditions, 1ed. Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
70. The phrase “13th stepping” is in reference to male members’ predatory behavior
towards female newcomers, and it is shuffled around the rooms of A.A. as a
community punchline. Members have written avidly in both the A.A. Grapevine
and to the G.S.O. to put a stop to this, because in what world should notions about
rape and sexual assault be weaponized as comedy in a recovery program? This is
just another form of privilege and patriarchal abuse of power in the program.
71. A.A. Tradition 10: “Alcoholics Anonymous has no opinion on outside issues;
hence the A.A. name ought never be drawn into public controversy.”
72. Line from A.A.’s Tradition Ten, which continues, “no opinions on outside
issues.”; Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, 1ed.
Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
73. For more information on the Grapevine, see
http://www.aagrapevine.org/content/about-us.
74. New York City A.A. was alive and well with Queer members from its early days,
since 1950. Even though they didn’t have their own meetings, early Queer
members found each other, and developed their own Gay recovery community.
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75. Reproduced in Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider, Crossing Press, California, 1984.
Print.
76. A.A. slogan in meetings that means alcoholics don’t see change unless they
change something, in other words, true transformation is a result of actually
making necessary changes to better one’s circumstances.
77. This quote is from LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A. pamphlet.
Chapter 4
78. VFRB will be the acronym/abbreviation used for the “Voices from Rock Bottom”
digital storytelling project throughout Chapter 4.
79. Courts are technically no longer allowed to mandate people to Alcoholics
Anonymous. For more information: https://www.verywellmind.com/how-courtordered-alcoholics-anonymous-works-67047 and
https://www.aa.org/pages/en_us/cooperation-with-the-professional-communitycpc-committees.
80. The “MPR” acronym/abbreviation will be used for “Maker Park Radio”
throughout this chapter.
Chapter 5: Conclusion & Implications
81. Because I am specifically talking about Alcoholics Anonymous, I am highlighting
how pairing the term “alcoholics” with “addict” is contentious, because in A.A.,
the primary purpose is with alcoholism and through community customs,
literature, and oratory practices, it’s delineated to not use the term “addict” in
those spaces, or in any reference to A.A.
82. Line from beginning of A.A.’s Tradition Four, which states, “Each group should
be autonomous except in matters affecting other groups or A.A. as a whole.”;
Alcoholics Anonymous. Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, 1ed. Alcoholics
Anonymous World Services, 1952. Print.
83. Members of A.A. use the euphemism “Friend of Bill” or “Friend of Bill W.” to
show their membership publicly to others, while preserving their personal
anonymity. Though today, even many non-insiders know the meaning of this
phrase, as it relates to achieving sobriety through Alcoholics Anonymous.
84. See Christopher Dale’s 2020 article, “An insane ‘feminist’ attack on Alcoholics
Anonymous, in the NY Post. https://nypost.com/2020/01/08/an-insane-feministattack-on-alcoholics-anonymous/.
85. This line is from the beginning of the Third Step Prayer, Alcoholics Anonymous.
86. Throughout this section, the italicization of certain words and phrases signifies a
play on words from A.A.’s literature, culture, and/or community discourse.
87. For more information on bleeding deacons in A.A., visit the Big Book
Sponsorship blog post: https://bigbooksponsorship.org/articles-alcoholismaddiction-12-step-program-recovery/twelve-traditions-group-conscience-mobrule/elder-statesmen-bleeding-bleating-deacons/.
88. This quote is from Leslie Jamison’s essay, “The March on Everywhere.” Jamison,
Leslie. “The March on Everywhere: The ragged glory of female activism.”
Harper’s Magazine. April 2017. Accessed 19 October 2020.
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APPENDICES
THE TWELVE STEPS OF ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS
1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become
unmanageable.
2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.
3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood
Him. 4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.
5. Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our
wrongs.
6. Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.
7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.
8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them
all.
9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would
injure them or others.
10. Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.
11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as
we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry
that out. 12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to
carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.
Service Material from the General Service Office; Rev. 8/16 SM F-121
Copyright 1952, 1953, 1981 by Alcoholics Anonymous Publishing (now known as Alcoholics
Anonymous World Services, Inc.) All rights reserved. https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/smf121_en.pdf
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THE TWELVE TRADITIONS OF ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS (SHORT FORM)
1. Our common welfare should come first; personal recovery depends upon A.A. unity.
2. For our group purpose there is but one ultimate authority—a loving God as He may express
Himself in our group conscience. Our leaders are but trusted servants; they do not govern.
3. The only requirement for A.A. membership is a desire to stop drinking.
4. Each group should be autonomous except in matters affecting other groups or A.A. as a whole.
5. Each group has but one primary purpose—to carry its message to the alcoholic who still
suffers.
6. An A.A. group ought never endorse, finance, or lend the A.A. name to any related facility or
outside enterprise, lest problems of money, property, and prestige divert us from our primary
purpose.
7. Every A.A. group ought to be fully self-supporting, declining outside contributions.
8. Alcoholics Anonymous should remain forever nonprofessional, but our service centers may
employ special workers.
9. A.A., as such, ought never be organized; but we may create service boards or committees
directly responsible to those they serve.
10. Alcoholics Anonymous has no opinion on outside issues; hence the A.A. name ought never be
drawn into public controversy.
11. Our public relations policy is based on attraction rather than promotion; we need always
maintain personal anonymity at the level of press, radio, and films.
12. Anonymity is the spiritual foundation of all our Traditions, ever reminding us to place
principles before personalities.
Service Material from the General Service Office; Rev. 10/14 SM F-122
Copyright 1952, 1953, 1981 by A.A. Grapevine, Inc. and Alcoholics Anonymous Publishing (now
known as Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc.) All rights reserved.
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/smf-122_en.pdf
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THE TWELVE CONCEPTS FOR WORLD SERVICE (SHORT FORM)
The Twelve Concepts for World Service were written by A.A.’s co-founder Bill W. and
were adopted by the General Service Conference of Alcoholics Anonymous in 1962. The
Concepts are an interpretation of A.A.’s world service structure as it emerged through
A.A.’s early history and experience.

The short form of the Concepts reads: 1. Final responsibility and ultimate authority for
A.A. world services should always reside in the collective conscience of our whole
Fellowship.
2. The General Service Conference of A.A. has become, for nearly every practical
purpose, the active voice and the effective conscience of our whole society in its world
affairs.
3. To insure effective leadership, we should endow each element of A.A.—the
Conference, the General Service Board and its service corporations, staffs, committees,
and executives—with a traditional “Right of Decision.”
4. At all responsible levels, we ought to maintain a traditional “Right of Participation,”
allowing a voting representation in reasonable proportion to the responsibility that each
must discharge.
5. Throughout our structure, a traditional “Right of Appeal” ought to prevail, so that
minority opinion will be heard and personal grievances receive careful consideration.
6. The Conference recognizes that the chief initiative and active responsibility in most
world service matters should be exercised by the trustee members of the Conference
acting as the General Service Board.
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7. The Charter and Bylaws of the General Service Board are legal instruments,
empowering the trustees to manage and conduct world service affairs. The Conference
Charter is not a legal document; it relies upon tradition and the A.A. purse for final
effectiveness.
8. The trustees are the principal planners and administrators of over-all policy and
finance. They have custodial oversight of the separately incorporated and constantly
active services, 2 exercising this through their ability to elect all the directors of these
entities.
9. Good service leadership at all levels is indispensable for our future functioning and
safety. Primary world service leadership, once exercised by the founders, must
necessarily be assumed by the trustees.
10. Every service responsibility should be matched by an equal service authority, with the
scope of such authority well defined.
11. The trustees should always have the best possible committees, corporate service
directors, executives, staffs, and consultants. Composition, qualifications, induction
procedures, and rights and duties will always be matters of serious concern.
12. The Conference shall observe the spirit of A.A. tradition, taking care that it never
becomes the seat of perilous wealth or power; that sufficient operating funds and reserve
be its prudent financial principle; that it place none of its members in a position of
unqualified authority over others; that it reach all important decisions by discussion, vote,
and whenever possible, substantial unanimity; that its actions never be personally
punitive nor an incitement to public controversy; that it never perform acts of
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government; that, like the Society it serves, it will always remain democratic in thought
and action.

Service Material from the General Service Office; (BM-31)
Copyright © 1962 Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc. All rights reserved.
The text of the complete Concepts is printed in The A.A. Service Manual/Twelve
Concepts for World Service. https://www.aa.org/assets/en_us/smf-114_en.pdf
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ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS 2014 MEMBERSHIP SURVEY
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https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-48_membershipsurvey.pdf
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ABSTINENCE OR TEETOTAL PLEDGE, 1845

https://isabellaalden.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/alcohol-temperance-pledge.gif

https://isabellaalden.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/alchol-temperance-pledge-card.jpg
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PAMPHLETS
Is A.A. for you?, A.A. Pamphlet
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-3_isaaforyou.pdf
Do You Think You’re Different?, A.A. Pamphlet
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-13_doyouthinkyourediff.pdf
AA and the Gay/Lesbian Alcoholic, A.A. Pamphlet
https://www.johnstownaa.com/pamphlets/aa-and-the-gay-and-Lesbianalcoholic.pdf
LGBTQ Alcoholics in A.A., A.A. Pamphlet
https://www.aa.org/assets/en_us/p-32_LGBTQalcoholicsinAA.pdf
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